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ABSTRACT
Spilling the TEA in Bilingual Latinx New York City Department Of Education School Social
Workers: Towards Entre Nos
By
Cindy Maria Bautista-Thomas

Advisor: Wesley Pitts, Ph.D.
Abstract:
Social workers play an important role in schools. There are about one million children
enrolled in the New York City Department of Education(NYCDOE) school system, across 1,843
schools (New York City Department of Education, 2020). Of those students, the largest
demographic group is the Latinx population, which has been increasing steadily since 2011.
Therefore, there is an urgent need not only to increase the numbers of culturally responsive
bilingual Latinx social workers, but also to understand their professional experiences. In order to
address this gap in knowledge, the roles of bilingual Latinx school social workers as culturally
responsive practitioners in the NYCDOE were explored.
This qualitative exploratory study employed the methodology of testimonios. Data were
collected through in-depth interviews with 20 participants selected by purposeful sampling and
snowballing of self-identified bilingual Latinx school social workers employed by the NYCDOE.
The theoretical framework that guided this study was the Testimonios en Acción, Testimonies in
Action (TEA), a composite framework developed by the researcher. It is comprised of critical
race theory (CRT), Latino/a critical race theory (LatCrit) and testimonios.
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Utilizing TEA, the study found that the testimonialistas held common experiences about
the way in which they went about their roles as culturally responsive practioners. Entre Nos
Theory emerged from the study, an explanation and guide to the way in which they disrupted
inequities in education and created school environments that nurtured growth for everyone
impacted by the school building - the students, their families and school staff. The results from
this study suggested that enacting culturally responsive social work practice, practicing effective
school social work skills and situating the self, used simultaneously created a synergistic effect
that provided culturally responsive practice to the NYCDOE community.
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CHAPTER 1: PROBLEM FORMULATION AND STATEMENT OF RESEARCH
“To survive the Borderlands / you must live sin fronteras (without borders) / be a crossroads.”
(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 195)
Introduction
This study seeks to explore the professional experiences of New York City Department
of Education (NYCDOE) bilingual Latinx school social workers as culturally responsive
practitioners. The purpose of this study is to explore, with the participants, their perceived and
enacted roles as school social workers given their positionality as people who are bicultural,
bilingual Spanish and English speaking and Latinx. Most bilingual Latinx social workers in
public school settings find that their ability to navigate their intersectional identities significantly
enhances their effectiveness as school social workers. Their various identities—as social workers
in educational settings, Latinx and bilingual English-Spanish-speaking mental health
practitioners—affect how they viewed their roles in schools. Those same identities also affect
how others viewed them, and how they negotiate the numerous roles needed to optimally and
positively influence the communities they serve.
On a daily basis, they find themselves being agents of social justice, cultural brokers, and,
most importantly, bridge builders (Arriaza, 2015; Chomanczuk, 2015; Engstrom et al., 2009;
Harrison, 2009; Villarreal Sosa, 2019). Simultaneously, they work to strengthen, rebuild, and
often create the collaborative bond between their students’ homes and schools. In short,
according to Anzaldúa they act like a nepantlera.
“Nepantleras are the supreme border crossers. They act as intermediaries between
cultures and their various versions of reality….They serve as agents of
awakening, inspire and challenge others to deeper awareness, greater
1

conocimeinto [intuitive way of outwardly expressing social justice], serve as
reminders of each other’s search for wholeness of being (Anzaldúa et al., 2003, p.
19).
Anzaldúa’s concept of nepantleras strongly resonates with the experiences of many
bilingual Latinx school social workers who serve as social justice agents in public schools in
New York City. Villarreal Sosa (2019) posits that school social workers can become
nepantleras. She encourages social workers in the field to use their social location, consider how
they execute their roles within the Latinx community to be transformational healers and active
social justice agents of change (Villarreal Sosa, 2019). In fact, social justice is one of the six
core values that social workers adhere to as per the National Association of Social Workers
(NASW) code of ethics. The other five are: service, dignity and worth of the individual,
importance and centrality of human relationships, integrity and competence (Workers, 2017).
Upholding all of these values may have a different significance for bilingual Latinx social
workers who at times are from the same marginalized communities that they work with and
serve. Nepantleras’ ability to navigate so many different spaces have the potential to lead to
painful moments of rejection and other forms of isolation (Keating, 2006). Moving from a
known world to an unknown world can cause confusion and challenges. In addition, the sense of
belonging is often missing. However, this can lead to more insightful ways of looking at social
justice, therefore assisting nepantleras as they ascertain how to serve their communities.
It was expected that the information produced from this study would provide
contributions to the field of social work in general and school social work, more specifically,
through the crucial lens of bilingual Latinx social workers. This research employed a qualitative,
narrative approach called testimonios to “reveal the racial, classed, gendered, and nativist
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injustices they (the participants) have suffered as a means of healing, empowerment, and
advocacy for a more humane present and future” (Pérez Huber, 2009, p. 644). Participants of this
study included a purposefully selected group of 20 bilingual Latinx NYCDOE school social
workers.
This chapter launches with an overview of the context and background that sets up the
study. Following this is the problem statement, the statement of purpose, research questions and
the researcher’s perspectives. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the significance of the
research study and definitions of some of the key terminology that will be used throughout the
study.
Background and Context
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, by the year 2050, the total Latinx population in the
United States will be 102.6 million, representing about one-fourth of the entire U.S. population
(Torres Luna, 2019). The need for more bilingual, Latinx school social workers is urgently
growing. Historically, school social workers have worked with marginalized children. These
children have experienced or live with immigration issues, economic and social oppression, and
are children with disabilities, and behavioral challenges (Massat et al., 2016).
Social workers play an important role in schools. Social workers take on a myriad of
tasks including but not limited to assisting and advocating for children’s overall needs, working
with teachers on cultural values, program development, support home/school collaboration,
provide professional development to teachers, promote diversity, examine structural inequities
and work with community based organizations (Teasley, 2004). To best service the growing
Latinx community, more culturally competent social workers, and especially more Latinx social
work practitioners need to be prepared for the field (Colby & Ortman, 2015). Yet, the Latinx
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social work population has experienced discrimination and prejudice based on visible
characteristics, cultural background, and language; they are also more likely to perceive
prejudice and discrimination, perform tasks unrelated with their work responsibilities, have
larger caseloads and multifaceted cases, and have fewer opportunities for career development
and advancement (Engstrom et al., 2009; Guerrero & Posthuma, 2014)
There are approximately one million children enrolled in the NYCDOE school system,
across 1,843 schools (New York City Department of Education, 2020). Of those students, the
largest demographic group is the Latinx population, which has been increasing steadily since
2011. Currently, Latinx children make up 40.6% of students (New York City Department of
Education, 2020). The Independent Budget Office reported that 1,455 social workers were on
staff and among those, 488 were Hispanic1, but only 122 were bilingual Spanish-speakers. 2 This
study was warranted because there is limited research about school bilingual Latinx social
workers in NYC. It also fills a gap in the existing research given the growing need for bilingual
Spanish-speaking Latinx school social workers in the NYCDOE. Findings from this study will
contribute to the literature about and the field of school social work. The need is particularly
acute because work with Latinx students brings its myriad concerns and learning opportunities,
while also having implications for practice, teaching, and further research.
Increasingly, Latinx students grapple with sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and
sociopolitical concerns that have the potential to impede their successful performance in school.
Primary impediments to their success in school are social and institutional racism (Bucholtz et
al., 2018). Classrooms for student in grades K-12 are places impacted by racism as well as

1

2

Hispanic is the term used in the NYCDOE.
Liza Pappas, email message to author, March 24, 2017
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spaces where we can engage them in productive conversations (Wormeli, 2016). Studies have
highlighted the role teachers have played in cultivating a “critical consciousness of the structures,
assumptions, and normalized practices which construct race and engineer racism (Epstein &
Gist, 2015). Social workers can also play an integral role as well. However, there are simply not
enough social workers in the NYCDOE to address the needs of all students, families, and school
staff. There are even fewer social workers who adequately understand the issues that surround
Latinx students’ educational needs. This becomes a social justice issue due to the extent the
Latinx community is being underserved and their needs are left unmet.
Problem Statement
Engstrom and colleagues (2009) report that little is known regarding what bilingual social
workers think about the responsibility of being the only Spanish-speaker in their organization
entails, and about how their skills build on their professional development. But we do know that
working with students with limited English proficiency takes more work, greater effort, and is
extremely time-consuming (Bekteshi et al., 2017; Engstrom et al., 2009; Engstrom & Min, 2004;
Fuertes, 2004; Furman et al., 2009; García et al., 2008). Therefore, it is crucial to develop a more
robust bilingual Latinx school social work workforce for the future. By way of testimonios, and
utilizing multicomponent theoretical lens, this exploratory study examined the professional
experiences of 20 NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school social workers as social justice change
agents through culturally responsive practices.
There have been prior studies that have focused on the challenges experienced by
bilingual Latinx providers to the Latinx community (Araujo, 2009; Arriaza, 2015; Bekteshi et al.,
2017; D. Engstrom & Min, 2004; Engstrom et al., 2009). The present study aimed to explore the
roles of bilingual Latinx school social workers, centering their voices and creating knowledge
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based on their experiences to enhance the work with Latinx children and their families. In
seeking to build bridges and overcome barriers, social workers as nepantleras is challenged to
meet the human needs of this growing community. Reflecting the community served, expressing
openness, and demonstrating commitment with language and cultural expertise are among the
greatest challenges of the profession (Bronstein & Mason, 2016; Broussard, 2003; Calvo, 2018;
Carranza, 2018; Chomanczuk, 2015) . There is an increased need for social workers that can
work efficiently with the growing Latinx population. This study looks at an epistemological
approach that shifts from a deficit view of Latinx communities focusing instead on their cultural
and linguistic assets (Yosso, 2005).
The Latinx population is the fastest and largest ethnic minority group growing in the
United States (Humes et al., 2011). Research indicates that there is a need for more culturally
and linguistically diverse social workers, especially in schools. Despite the increased population
of Latinx students, the increase in bilingual and Latinx social workers have not followed suit.
Little is known about current bilingual Latinx school social workers and how they have executed
their roles with linguistically and culturally diverse students. There is little information about
how they have perceived their roles as disrupting inequities in education as culturally responsive
practitioners.
Purpose of the Study
As the national population shifts demographically, Latinx children comprise a larger
share of school enrollment (Colby & Ortman, 2015). With this shift and increase, the demand is
growing for culturally responsive mental health services and practitioners. The immediate
response has been to provide more culturally responsive supportive services. Even though the
New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) is the largest school district in the United
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States, research on school social work has been limited. This is especially true concerning
research with bilingual Latinx school social workers. This paucity of knowledge limits our
ability to understand bilingual Latinx school social workers’ varied roles, and the ways in which
race, identity, and language affect their work. There are complexities and clinical challenges
experienced by bilingual practitioners who provide services to Latinx immigrants in both English
and Spanish (Oliva, 2017).
As researchers have found, a school social worker’s role extends beyond providing
only counseling and support (Avant, 2016; Broussard, 2003; Kelly et al., 2011; Massat et al.,
2009; Sherman, 2016; Villarreal Sosa, 2019) . There is a gap in the literature on how bilingual
Latinx school social work practioners perceive their roles working with children and families as
culturally responsive practitioners.
Research Question
In order to better understand how the positionality of NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school
social workers impact their role with the students, 20 participants were interviewed. This study
explored how NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school social workers understand and enact their roles.
This study aimed to answer a primary research question that guided this study:
How do bilingual Latinx school social workers who work in the NYCDOE
schools understand and enact their professional roles as culturally responsive
practitioners?
Researcher’s Perspective
When I was six years old, my Dominican-born mother took me to the local bilingual
elementary school in the Bronx, to register me for first grade. My four other siblings were
registered at that same school and were in monolingual English classes. I remember very vividly
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that my mom asked the secretary to place me in a bilingual first grade class. I recall literally
kicking and screaming on my way to the classroom asking to be placed in a monolingual English
class. At six years old, I had already begun the journey of rejecting my Latinx3 heritage. My
mother was so embarrassed that she told the secretary to place me in the monolingual English
class. It took a while for me to fully embrace who I was and the importance of embracing my
identity. In fact, that did not happen until I was an undergraduate student in college. My identity
development played a critical role in who I eventually became as a first generation, Afro-Latinx,
Dominican American school social worker.
For eight years, I worked as a school social worker in the New York City Department of
Education (NYCDOE). I was hired in response to a critical need for bilingual school social
workers in District 12, in the Bronx, where the student body was mostly Latinx; the majority of
the population was composed of children and families who were Spanish speakers. My role was
to serve as a related services social worker, providing individual and group counseling for
children who were evaluated for special-education services and counseling services as part of
their Individualized Education Plan (IEP). Because the elementary school did not have any other
school-based mental health providers, I also provided support to other children and their
families, as well as to school staff. Advocacy for children, in cooperation with their parents, was
also a huge component of my job. My role involved collaborating, capacity building by way of
teaching educators strategies on how to work more effectively with children that presented with
mental health concerns, as well as culturally responsive ways of working with children and their
families and coordinating counseling services. All of this related to—and resonated with—my

3

Latinx will be used throughout the research study to define all persons, regardless of gender identification, whose
descendancy is from a Spanish-speaking country.
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social-justice commitment to the students and their families. As is evident, I worked in a multifaceted, complex capacity that propelled my interest to do this research.
Theoretical Perspectives
This study brings together Critical Race Theory (CRT), Latino Critical Race Theory
(LatCrit) and Testimonios to serve as a composite theoretical framework I named, Testimonios en
Acción, Testimonies in Action (TEA). These theories intertwine to highlight a gaze that centers
disrupting inequities and retelling a narrative of resilience and triumph for the NYCDOE
bilingual Latinx participants. This population has not contributed to the repertoire of skill
building and development in school social work practice. A CRT framework functions to
deconstruct the “apartheid of knowledge” that exists within the academy, through validating and
honoring experiences and forms of knowledge of the Latinx population (Pérez Huber, 2008).
CRT is a framework that can be used to theorize, examine and challenge the ways race and
racism implicitly and explicitly impact social structures, practices and discourses (Yosso, 2005).
LatCrit contends that Latinx people are marginalized and underrepresented in an array of social
circles, and it seeks to recognize and expose how allegedly race-neutral policies and practices
facilitate subjugation (Kiehne, 2016). It also considers and emphasizes intersectionality, which
encompasses issues of immigration within the population. Testimonios gives a platform to
address issues of diversity, marginalization, and oppression, all of which are concerns that,
whether directly or indirectly, may affect bilingual, Latinx school social workers in NYCDOE
schools. School social workers’ overall positionality will influence their level of confidence that
they have the power to make an impact in their environment; the ways in which others perceive
them within the school building; and how they engage with the children and family members
they serve, and the school staff with whom they serve. Pérez Huber (2009) asserts that
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testimonios has the power to “document and theorize experiences of struggle, survival and
resistance to oppression (pg. 847). TEA frames the experiences of marginalized individuals and
emphasizes the importance of narratives, storytelling, and positionality—as ways to challenge
dominant culture and give voice to individuals maneuvering through a system in which they may
experience microaggressions due to their underrepresented identities (Sue, et al., 2007).
Significance of the Study
School social workers play a pivotal role in creating partnerships between the home, the
school, and the broader community to ensure students’ academic success. Recognizing that
bilingual, Latinx school social workers bring a specific lens to this essential work, this study
examines their role within schools and—perhaps more importantly—investigates how language,
race, and identity affect their practice. In this chapter, the scope of the research problem, as well
as the importance of studying bilingual, Latinx school social workers in NYCDOE schools, is
presented.
As the already-robust population of Latinx students continues to increase, so, too, will the
need to have culturally responsive staff members in schools. In the 2018 New York City Report
on Guidance Counselors, it was reported that there are 1,293 social workers on staff at the
NYCDOE. Of these, only 33.5% are bilingual and Latinx, despite the high demand. Yet, as
noted, there is a dearth of research about school social work involving Latinx, bilingual school
social workers in New York City. In light of the implications for policy, research, and practice,
academics must research how this population is navigating their roles. Existing literature attests
that Latinx social workers state they are overworked and not provided sufficient resources to feel
supported by their places of employment (Furman, et al, 2009).
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Bilingual, Latinx practitioners of school social work have complex working conditions,
and their needs are not always considered. Little is known, for example, about how they use
their language skills within the scope of their practice. Bilingual, Latinx school social workers
also experience concerns regarding how acculturation and assimilation affect their work; for the
children and families they work with and for themselves. This study sheds light on those issues
and related ones.
In addition, this study will contribute to the field of school social work. School social
work has been in existence for over 100 years yet most of the research has not been
representative of school social workers of Latinx background. Most studies have centered the
professional experiences of mostly white, female school social workers (Allen-Meares, 1994;
Kelly et al., 2010; Massat et al., 2016).
Definition of Key Terms
Several terms that are significant to this study will be used throughout. They are as
follows:
Cultural Broker: A cultural broker is someone who can serve as a liaison, cultural guide
and mediator among students, family members and school personnel. A cultural broker can also
serve as an advocate for change. Ishimaru and colleagues (2016) define cultural broker as
bridging, linking or mediating between groups or persons from different cultures. Jezewski and
Sotnik (2001) defined culture broking as “the act of bridging, linking or mediating between
groups or persons of differing cultural backgrounds for the purpose of reducing conflict or
producing change” (p.3). Being a cultural broker can include serving as an interpreter although
it is much more than that.
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Culturally Responsive: In this context, cultural responsiveness refers to the school
environment taking into account all of the cultural identities it reflects, as well as creating and
nurturing a school climate that, by varying mediums, is inclusive of marginalized students. Gay
(2010) asserts that being culturally responsive can be defined as using the cultural knowledge,
prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to
make their educational experience more relevant and effective for them. Gay, (2010) highlights
racial and cultural competencies:
Cultural differences as assets; creating caring learning communities where culturally
different individuals and heritages are valued; using cultural knowledge of ethnically
diverse cultures, families and communities to guide curriculum development, classroom
climates, instructional strategies, and relationships with students; challenging racial and
cultural stereotypes, prejudices, racism and other forms of intolerance, injustice, and
oppression; being change agents for social justice and academic equity; mediating power
imbalances in classrooms based on race, culture, ethnicity, and class; and accepting
cultural responsiveness as endemic to educational effectiveness in all areas of learning for
students from all ethnic groups. (p.31)
Latinx: Latinx is a gender-neutral alternative to the terms Hispanic, Latino, Latina and
Latin@. It is inclusive of the intersecting identities of Latin American descendants. The term
Latinx makes room for people who are trans, queer, agender, non-binary, gender nonconforming, or gender fluid. DeGuzmán (2017) explains that Latinx indicates a presence that
demands recognition. In addition, DeGuzmán asserts that Latinx also includes gender-nonconforming individuals and people who do not subscribe to traditional binaries. “Its “x” is
especially adaptable in its uncanniness to those Latina/os who have been consigned repeatedly to
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the margins by dominant US culture, by the State, and even by subaltern communities caught up
in legitimizing themselves through assimilation, integration, and/or citizenship” (DeGuzmán,
2017, p. 221).
Social Justice: Social justice is one of the six NASW Social Work Values. Social workers
are called to work towards social change, particularly for those populations that are oppressed
and marginalized individuals. Social workers address concerns around poverty and systematic
injustices. Social workers strive to make accessible resources and information as well as equity
for all. (Workers, 2012).
Organization of the Dissertation
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter two reviews the literature
relevant to the study. My review of the literature helped ground and contextualize this study.
First, I examine school social work’s history in NYC up to the present day in relation to the
prevalent social justice issues of the time. This includes the history of NYC public schools and
school social work, but also, in particular, social justice’s relationship to marginalized
populations, including immigrant groups. Second, I consider literature related to cultural
responsiveness in education and its relationship to school social work. Finally, I discuss
bilingualism in social work and education, as well as the challenges bilingual social workers
face. Limited literature was available for bilingual Latinx school social workers, highlighting the
gap in the literature.

In chapter three, the methodology is discussed. In this chapter, I introduce the research
methodology for this qualitative study of bilingual Latinx school social workers in the NYCDOE
and their role as culturally responsive practitioners. First, I will discuss my perspective as the
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researcher. Then, I will introduce TEA—the theoretical framework—and the research design.
Using Critical Race Theory (CRT), Latino Critical Theory (LatCrit), and testimonios as a
theoretical framework, Testimonios En Acción (TEA), guides and frames its narrative approach.
In the section focused on research design, I will discuss the participants, the data collection, the
interview questions, and the challenges I experienced while processing and analyzing the
transcripts. Finally, I will discuss how testimonios helped to guide data pre-analysis, data
analysis, and member checking.
Next, in chapter four the findings will be explained. In this chapter, I will explore the
major themes and sub-themes that emerged from my analysis of the interviews I conducted with
the study participants. The three major themes emerged in response to the research question: 1)
engaging in culturally responsive social work practice (CRSWP), 2) practicing effective school
social work skills, and 3) situating the self. In this chapter, I will discuss each theme by using
quotes from the testimonialistas. Next, as I explain each theme area, I will expand on the three
sub-themes that emerged from the data for each of the major themes. The study participants
engage in CRSWP by addressing institutional and structural issues, enacting cultural brokering,
and using languaging and translanguaging. They also practice effective school social work skills
by fostering a positive school climate, enacting agency and authority, and employing appropriate
clinical interventions. Lastly, they situate the self by having a love for the work, through their
professional use of self, and by engaging in reflexivity. Each component builds on the others, all
working in tandem to create a call to action to practice school social work with intentionality,
while firmly centering education equity.
Last, in chapter five, the methodological implication of the use of Testimonios En Acción
is reviewed. In addition, a summary of the findings is discussed, detailing the answer to the
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research question. The themes that emerged from the research come together to develop the
cultural agency school social work theory, Entre Nos. Entre Nos Theory is introduced as a
social work framework for consideration to be used in schools and beyond. I also explore the
relationship between TEA and Entre Nos Theory. Then there will be a discussion regarding the
implications for school social work practice, research as well as a discussion around preparation
for the profession. Next, there is a discussion about the recommendations for future research,
and the conclusion.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
In this study, I examined the role of bilingual Latinx NYCDOE school social workers as
culturally responsive practitioners. Specifically, I sought to understand the roles they play and
how they are operationalized. I also explored how school social workers engage in their practice
as culturally responsive practitioners in NYCDOE schools. By diving into the respective areas, I
sought to reimagine the NYCDOE school social worker as a disrupter of oppressive practices
and the systems that marginalize vulnerable communities.
My review of the literature helped ground and contextualize this study. First, I examined
school social work’s history in NYC up to the present day in relation to the prevalent social
justice issues of the time. This includes the history of NYC public schools and school social
work, but also, in particular, social justice’s relationship to marginalized populations, including
immigrant groups. Second, I considered literature related to cultural responsiveness in education
and its relationship to school social work. Then, I focused on literature related to bilingual social
work practice.
School Social Work: Then and Now
History of Public Schools in NYC
In order fully to understand the reason I chose this population, it is important to
understand the history of NYC public schools. In 1787, the Manumission Society opened NYC’s
first nonreligious free school on behalf of Black children (Ravitch, 2000). It was established for
the purpose of “mitigating the evils of slavery, to defend the rights of the blacks, and especially
to give them the elements of education” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 6). In 1805, some of NYC’s elite,
wealthy leaders formed the Free School Society and a NYC passed a bill to institute free
schooling for poor children who were not a part of any religious group that had already

16

established schools of its own. Even before 1805, Quakers established a school for poor girls and
a school for children of slaves and free people of color. Although the passed bill did not fund
schools, it did allow the Free School Society to raise funds. Prior to the bill, most schools were
private and can only be attended by those with money. This bill gave people the option of
starting schools that were tuition free. That society, later known as the Public School Society,
gradually expanded its system of schools, serving as the major provider of public education in
NYC through the 1840s.
Many saw the free schools as a way for the elite to control the lower class, promoting
deep-seated methods of social control. The education system used nationalism to pass down
American values and norms, thereby inculcating the children of immigrant families to merge
seamlessly into American society. Many of the immigrant families could not afford the private
schools and instead attended the free schools. For many families, the impact of this was the total
loss of tradition. This created divisions between children and their parents, inasmuch as the
education system institutionally encouraged first-generation American children—nearly forced
them, in fact—to drift away from their parents and the traditions of their people.
William Maxwell, who served as NYCDOE school chancellor from 1898 to 1917,
believed that “the schools had to serve an acculturative function in addition to [serving]
traditional instructional goals” (Brumberg, 1986, p. 13). Between roughly 1895 and 1918, laws
passed to make school attendance compulsory. This marked a significant change in the
philosophies and policies governing American education (Bye & Alvarez, 2006). Compulsory
laws meant that families were able to be penalized if children did not attend school. A decade
later, the Manumission schools consolidated with the Board of Education.
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Visiting Teachers: Confronting History
For more than 100 years, school social workers—then known as visiting teachers—have
affected the lives of marginalized and oppressed communities. Indeed, visiting teachers actually
contributed to our nation’s racist and discriminatory history vis-à-vis public education. In fact, in
the early 20th century, officials put visiting teachers in place to “address” immigration in public
schools. The visiting teachers enforced a nativist ideology, surreptitiously masked as supportive
services.
In the early 1900s, New York, Boston, and Connecticut developed the visiting teacher
role as a means of addressing concerns about public-school children who were experiencing
difficulty—students often referred to as “problem children” (Public Education Association,
1923). Is it possible that some of the challenges that the children experienced had to do with
developing their identity in a new land, with new rules? Immigrant populations from Southern
and Eastern Europe, taken together with African Americans migrating from the agrarian south to
the industrialized north, presented new challenges for school communities. Nonetheless, many of
the visiting teachers’ actions were problematic and, indeed, discriminatory.
In a Public Education Association of the City of New York (1921) report, “problem of
the foreign born” was listed as one of the points in the “how the visiting teacher analyzes and
solves her problems” section (p. 3). It was alarming, although not surprising, to see two
particular sections highlighted in the report: “colored children” and “Americanization.” The
report explained that part of the visiting teacher’s role was to encourage immigrant families to
aid their children by helping them embrace American ideals. “The immigrant who despairs of
controlling his liberty-loving American offspring is given a new vision of parental obligation,
and the child safeguarded from losing his respect for his ‘green horn’ parent” (National
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Association of Visiting Teachers and Home and School Visitors & Public Education Association
of the City of New York, 1921, p. 49). It is worth mentioning that the Public Education
Association (PEA) was composed of socially prominent white women associated with
philanthropy. This era was also when settlement houses’ charitable works with immigrant
communities became prevalent and social work spread across the country. While the intention
was to create programs to support the nonwhite families and children, the services were often
laden with terminology that connoted who was deserving and underserving of the services based
on whether they were willing to acculturate.
As has been demonstrated, from the start, school social workers, known as visiting
teachers, contributed to inequities and deficit-based mindsets. But at what point were social
workers invited into the education system as a permanent fixture, and for what purpose?
According to Allen-Mears (2006), school social workers’ role was highlighted around the time of
compulsory-attendance laws’ implementation. Ravitch (2000) confirmed that NYC schools, in
their founding, strove to advance society and provide supports to “save” children from their
families, whom officials viewed negatively. Offerings included wrap-around services, such as
health and wellness programs and after-school educational courses for the children, their
families, and the community.
Social workers placed in schools served as a bridge between the school and the local
community. School social workers’ role included identifying families who needed services,
working with school personnel to ensure they understood out-of-school family situations and
dynamics, and helping families to access community-based resources. At the time, it was a
common sentiment that immigrants were lowering the standard of American intelligence and,
therefore, it was schools’ responsibility to ameliorate public concerns about poor academic
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outcomes and behavioral issues. NYC implemented social services, including settlement houses
and hospitals, to ensure immigrant populations were being well cared for and—just as
importantly—ushered into the American way of life. Visiting teachers became the unofficial
ambassadors of this work. Simultaneously, the social work field grew and settlement houses
were established to provide educational, legal, and health services to the poor.
Racial Tensions
With influence from the PEA, it was affluent white women who established the concept
of visiting teachers; the establishers were committed to social work and education reform. At the
time, it was common perception that immigrant families were headed by ignorant parents and
that they needed someone from the school to educate them on how to parent effectively.
Evidencing this is decidedly unsubtle language: “These visiting teachers, by using great tact and
sympathy, have frequently caused parents who had no realizing sense of their duties toward the
education of their children, to understand its importance, and have saved many children from
becoming truants and vagrants” (Henderson, 1910). Instead of perceiving the newly arrived
immigrant families as having a wealth of information and knowledge to contribute, decisionmakers saw them as a problem in need of fixing. To their eyes, white was right and any other
race or culture was wrong.
I cannot help but think about current anti-immigrant sentiments in our society and
wonder how they have influenced school social workers’ current role in the context of dominant
norms in schools. As noted, education historians tell us that one of the founding goals of the
American public-school system was to inculcate American values and democratic institutions
into children (Brumberg, 1986; Good, 1999). Visiting teachers supported and facilitated those
efforts. That finding is probably the most personally complicated product of my research; it
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forces me to acknowledge that, in my past efforts, I may have played a similar role as a school
social worker. A role like that contributes to a form of cultural genocide, resulting in a nowvisible divide between first-generation American youth and the generations that preceded them.
In 1920, the National Association of Visiting Teachers organized and merged into the
newly established National Association of Social Work (Massat et al., 2016). Around that time,
the focus shifted from the home and school environment to the individual child and his or her
needs. Demographic shifts and other changes throughout the world might help to explain this.
Although the political climate of the time discouraged the pursuit of social justice, professional
organizations nevertheless emerged, as did casework as a social work model. According to
Ravitch (2000), immigration numbers eventually subsided and, in the 1940s, most students were
second- and third-generation Americans. Accordingly, “the public schools were no longer coping
with the overwhelming numbers and social problems of first-generation immigrant children” (p.
239). By that light, it may be that, to the extent the system found it favorable, cultural genocide
had been achieved.
Social Reforms and School Social Work
During the administration of President Franklin Roosevelt, significant social reforms—
labor rights, public assistance to the elderly and the jobless, child welfare and more—were made.
Casework became the primary method to ensure each child’s needs were being met system-wide.
This, however, was just the beginning.
Phillippo and Blosser (2013) highlighted Edith Abbott’s push for visiting teachers to
obtain social work education training, as well as her desire to shift focus solely from “problem
students” to students adjusting to their school environment (Massat et al., 2016). Allen-Meares
(2006) highlighted that many teachers looked to school social workers when dealing with
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children’s varying learning needs, so they were better prepared to educate them. Subsequently,
the mental-hygiene movement assisted in the legitimization of the school social work profession,
shifting its focus from what Phillippo and Blosser called “social reform” to preventing and
treating psychological maladjustment. (One could reasonably wonder whether that
maladjustment stemmed from the impact of acculturation and assimilation.) Against this
backdrop, the general social work field shifted. State and national organizations merged to
become the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) in 1955.

Demographic Changes in NYC
From 1920 to 1930, the Black population in NYC grew from 150,000 to 328,000
(Ravitch, 2000). Between 1940 and 1950, the Puerto Rican population grew to 250,000.
Simultaneously, NYC saw a declining education system, with dilapidated schools in poor
neighborhoods, mostly populated by Black and Puerto Rican families. The landmark Supreme
Court decision, Brown v. Board of Education (1954), that declared segregated schools unequal
mobilized the school-integration movement in NYC. Once again, schools were looked upon to
solve society’s dilemmas. Yet again, schools were used as a means of social control and
“encouraged members of diverse groups to adopt the characteristics and norms of a dominant
group, while relinquishing their own traditions and cultures” (Massat et al., 2016, p. 189).
Many of the schools were de facto segregated because many communities were cultural
enclaves. The landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision was rendered impotent in these
particular communities, where living situations and schooling also had racial and class-based
elements. Racist practices, such as school-zoning laws, contributed to the ongoing segregation
(Ravitch, 2000). For all these reasons, integration efforts were largely unsuccessful. Many white
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people fled to the suburbs, and schools were struggling with academic and governance
challenges. One desegregation tool utilized—busing—met considerable resistance.
School Social Workers and Social Justice
What was the school social worker’s role in all this? In 1961, Antonia Pantoja, a Puerto
Rican social worker, educator and activist, founded ASPIRA, an organization committed to
enhancing the education success of the Latinx community through advocacy and programs. De
Jesús and Pérez (2009) noted, “Pantoja believed that this intransigence, combined with the
assimilationist orientation of the schools, was psychologically damaging and viewed it as an
assault on the identity and well-being of Puerto Rican children” (p.12). Her efforts led to
significant shifts in education for Puerto Rican children and other immigrants. In 1972, ASPIRA
and likeminded supporters filed a lawsuit against the NYC Board of Education for bilingual
education (De Jesús & Pérez, 2009). The outcome of the case was a consent monitored by the
court which created a binding legal agreement between ASPIRA and the Board of Education that
created a bilingual education program in New York City’s schools (De Jesús & Pérez, 2009, p.
22). Meanwhile, Preston R. Wilcox, a Black social worker, became a prominent leader and
activist for the decentralization of public schools in central Harlem. Wilcox, a trailblazer in the
movement for community control, intended to take power from the Board of Education and put it
in community members’ hands (Ravitch, 2000).
The school war in NYC, centering on community school control and battling racist
ideologies weaponized against marginalized groups in education settings, was set against the
backdrop of the so-called “War on Poverty,” a series of initiatives from President Lyndon
Johnson’s administration. It centered on four pieces of legislation: The Social Security
Amendments of 1965, the Food Stamp Act of 1964, the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and
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the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. The question was this: Was social justice
being realized through government social programs?
A school social work study, completed a bit after all this was underway, examined the
school social worker’s role. Costin’s (1973) study revealed a narrow view of school social
workers’ role, given the multiple changes occurring in schools. In the study, Costin developed
the seven clusters of school social work functions: “School social workers do 1) direct
counseling with individuals, groups, and families, 2) advocacy, (3) consultation, (4) community
linkage, (5) interdisciplinary team coordination, (6) needs assessment, and (7) program and
policy development” (Costin, 1973, p. 136). None of the functions listed encompassed cultural
competency or cultural-sensitivity work.
In the same year, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 came into effect,
prohibiting schools from discriminating against students with mental or physical disabilities.
Ravitch (2000) contended that the PEA, the very organization that supported the visiting teacher
implementation, conducted a study in NYC looking at the quality of all schools. The study found
that schools predominately populated by Blacks and Latinos suffered disproportionately from
high teacher turnover, poor physical conditions and maintenance, and other problems.
Education and school social work continued to change in the 1970s. Journal publications
increased and additional opportunities arose to organize and strengthen school social work’s
identity. Notably, school social work earned mention for the first time in federal government
legislation. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975) identified social work as an
integral part of the special education process (Phillippo & Blosser, 2013). Soon after, the
NASW–CSWE Task Force on Specialization issued its criteria for the development of school
social work specializations in MSW programs (Constable & Alvarez, 2006). Social workers

24

participated in social justice efforts, including civil rights, welfare rights, and women’s
empowerment. And, looking to the previous decade, the Black Panther Party formed in October
1966 in Oakland, California, with the Young Lords’ founding occurring in September 1968.
These grassroots organizations advocated for culturally sensitive education experiences.
In the 1980s, education-related legislation was critical to school social work’s growth and
development. Allen-Meares (2006)
“listed legislation that she felt had a salutary effect: School social workers were included
as “qualified personnel” in Part H of the Education of the Handicapped Act Amendments
of 1986, PL 99-457, Early Intervention for Handicapped Infants and Toddlers in the
Elementary and Secondary School Improvement Amendments of 1988, PL 100-297, and
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, PL 101-476 (p. 36).”
In the 1990s, many journal articles addressed social workers’ role, urging practitioners to
be responsive to contemporary demands related to trends in education (Allen-Meares, 1994;
Griner & Stewart, 2013; Hill & Torres, 2010). School social work faced the challenge of having
to meet the demands not only of social work practice but also of the education system.
Kelly et al. (2010) emphasized the changes in the past 15 years as regards school-based,
mental-health-related practice models, education policy, and school-based research. The authors
found a shift from clinical casework to an orientation focused primarily on prevention and
addressing adjustment problems. A follow-up study conducted by Kelly et al. (2015) indicated
that the social work workforce was primarily composed of those of European heritage—in
particular, white females. This is problematic given the United States’ ever increasing—indeed,
quickly accelerating—racial and ethnic diversity. Neither study addressed how environmental
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factors, such as racism and institutional oppression, might affect students and social work
practitioners’ role in schools.
Despite attempts to locate research about, and documentation of, school social work
practice in NYC, I was unable to find current research. In fact, of the literature I was able to
access that related to school social work, not all even included NYC data. This is very
concerning, in light of the fact that the NYCDOE is the largest public school system in the
United States, serving more than 1.1 million students in more than 1,700 schools (NYCDOE,
2020).
Learning the history and backdrop of social work and education in NYC kindled a fire in
me, as a first-generation, bilingual Latinx female of Dominican descent, to further investigate
ways to revitalize the profession of school social work, putting social justice and the disruption
of racial inequities at the center. My research added to my inspiration to complete the work, so I
could contribute to the literature.
School Social Worker Role Over Time
In 1996, the NASW created the Code of Ethics. The NASW has striven to uphold its core
values, which include the following: 1) service, 2) social justice, 3) the importance of human
relationships, 4) integrity, and 5) competence. School social work national organizations has
served to support the overall professional development of social workers in schools: the School
Social Work Association of America (SSWAA), founded in 1994, and the American Council for
School Social Work (ACSSW), founded in 2009. Both organizations work toward enhancing the
school social work profession.
References in the research indicated that school social workers have focused mainly on
individual student issues and concerns, rather than addressing the macro issues that may be
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affecting the client systems within the school (Bye & Alvarez, 2006; Constable & Alvarez, 2006;
Costin, 1973; Kelly et al., 2011). That is to say, although many practitioners did exemplary work
in providing support to children and their families, they focused on the connection to individual
academic achievement, as opposed to institutional or structural issues, such as racism or inequity.
Not to acknowledge the structural inequities that plague youths of color is to fragment their
experience in a way that is deleterious not only to the students but also to the overall institution
of social work.
Kelly et al. (2010) asserted that the Ecological Systems Theory in social work called for
all social workers (including school social workers) to intervene at multiple levels of client
systems to enable them to address the ways these different levels of interactions might be
impacting clients’ well-being. This does not always happen, though. One reason might be a lack
of cultural competency among some school social workers. The demographics of the United
States have changed, as has the child population in schools; concomitantly, there is a need for
multicultural and multilingual school social workers, as well as appropriate interventions.
According to SSWAA, “school social work” is defined as follows:
…[A] specialized area of practice within the broad field of the social work
profession. School social workers bring unique knowledge and skills to the school
system and the student services team. In particular, school social workers are
trained in mental health concerns, behavioral concerns, positive behavioral
support, academic and classroom support, consultation with teachers, parents, and
administrators, as well as with individual and group counseling techniques.
School social workers are instrumental in furthering the mission of the schools,
which is to provide a setting for teaching, learning, and for the attainment of
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competence and confidence. School social workers are hired by school districts to
enhance the district’s ability to meet its academic mission, especially where
home, school, and community collaboration is the key to achieving student
success (S.S.W.A, 2020 para 2.).
As the preceding definition details, the school social worker’s role is to further the academic
mission of the school. However, I would argue that, if they aren’t careful, school social workers
can become inadvertent coconspirators in bigotry, institutional racism, and inequities in
education. After all, the preceding description does not mention the role that school social
workers can play in disrupting systems of oppression.
SSWAA created a National School Social Work Practice Model to address the ambiguity
of the practitioner’s role, to work toward dismantling systems of oppression, and to work toward
social justice. In the final model, the construct area related to social justice is education rights
and advocacy. The model suggests that it is the expectation of the school social worker to
address issues of diversity, including social and economic injustice as well as structural
inequalities and school processes that affect school quality and educational outcomes (Frey et al.,
2012). Nine white scholars in the field authored this model. That invites the question of why the
voices of all of those who fit the demographic of the public-school system are not present to
speak for, and advocate on behalf of, themselves. Although a progressive agenda does undergird
this model, much more work had to be done.
More recently, the ACSSW published a position paper titled, “School Social Workers as
Advocates for Social Justice.” It declared education a social-justice issue, highlighting literature
that documents discrimination and inequality in the education system (American Council for
School Social Work, 2019). In its call to action, the ACSSW called for social workers to increase
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awareness of oppressive practices, advocate for children with special needs, and fight for
increased cultural and linguistic diversity via professional development for cultural sensitivity
(American Council for School Social Work, 2019).
Although both the SSWAA and the ACSSW are making strides in disrupting systems of
oppression and inequality, I’m not sure how this is operationalized in the day-to-day practices of
school social workers nationwide and across all positionalities. This is of utmost importance, so
as not to replicate past and present systems of oppression and inequity.
In the first study conducted by Kelly and colleagues, results were analyzed using
descriptive and multivariate analyses, not allowing for a more in-depth view of the work being
done in schools (Kelly et al., 2010). Although the study was not representative of all school
social workers in the field, its findings nevertheless did offer insights. The findings confirmed
that school social workers were the principal providers of mental-health services for many of the
most complex family issues in the communities they served. They juggled large caseloads and
onerous administrative paperwork. Effective collaboration between school social workers and
teachers—not to mention efforts to make social workers’ role in prevention activities better
known within society—can prove almost impossible given structural racism, language barriers,
and unjust systems, with all of which many social workers in NYC and other cities must grapple
(Kelly et al., 2010).
The second National School Social Work Survey—the largest survey of its kind ever
conducted—assessed characteristics and utilization patterns. The survey was conducted with
almost 4,000 school social workers. Its findings were similar to those already discussed. From
this survey, school social workers reported that a large number of the children they served
received support from other service-delivery systems, such as child welfare, community mental
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health, and juvenile justice (Kelly et al., 2016). As with the national study that Kelly et al.
conducted in 2010, survey respondents were mostly white females, a fact that, by itself, is cause
for concern about the lack of diversity within the field of school social work.
The second study was conducted after the SSWAA School Social Work Practice Model,
yet, very little was presented about ways in which social workers actively disrupted systems of
oppression and inequities. How can we examine school social work, in light of its early
beginnings, if we’re not holistically looking at the ways in which social-justice advocates in
school operationalize their role as social workers? The study did encourage systematic thinking
and looking at school social work from a macro perspective, in light of prevailing trends in
school settings.
Although numerous barriers exist to providing adequate school social work services,
methods are available that could help facilitate better service for children in schools (Alvarez et
al., 2013; Alvarez & Frey, 2012; Teasley & Cruz, 2014; Villarreal Sosa, 2019). By helping
vulnerable students identify structural, social, and emotional barriers to learning, social workers
can help to address achievement gaps and facilitate a dialogue with teachers and administrators
(Lagana-Riordan & Aguilar, 2009). Offering assistance by identifying learning disabilities,
facilitating school enrollment, and clarifying students’ concrete needs can also influence young
people’s ability to succeed (Goldkind, 2011). Increasing the use of evidence-based practice has
yielded increased success for school social workers, as well.
The research makes it abundantly clear that the most successful practitioners use a
comprehensive approach; such an approach targeted multiple intervention agents (e.g., teachers,
parents, peers) and intervened at multiple levels (e.g., school, home, community) (Franklin &
Kelly, 2009). Studies identified collaboration as a primary facilitator of effective school social
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work practice (Teasley et al., 2012). In my experience, collaboration was integral to maximizing
my efficaciousness in my role as a school social worker.
Varying School Social Work Roles in the NYCDOE
Part of the challenge school social workers face is the ambiguity of their role. Looking at
the NYCDOE, specific school social work roles vary. There are general social workers, who
collaborate with the principal to identify key areas within the school to address. Some social
workers are mandated counselors, meaning they work with students who have been identified as
needing special-education services that include counseling on their Individualized Education
Plan (IEP). These school social workers meet with students according to the designation given at
the IEP meeting—either in group or in individual sessions. Also critical are social workers who
work with the IEP team or the Committee on Special Education. They work with the team, as
well as families and caregivers, to get the social history for children who are being evaluated for
special-education services. They sometimes help the school with providing counseling support to
students and their families on a short-term basis, depending on their workload.
A more recent role has emerged in high schools—namely, the college social worker or
counselor. These social workers, who are becoming more common, work with high school
students and their families so as to overcome barriers in the college-application process. Other
social workers have been hired in the last few years to work with students in temporary housing
through a program called Bridging the Gap. They work in schools that have a large percentage of
children who experience homelessness. They work only with that population of children (and
their families) to support their academic success by trying to address their individual and family
needs. Yet other social workers take on administrative roles, such as director of school
counseling in particular boroughs, assistant principal, and principal; recently, a position was
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created to address crisis situations in the various NYC boroughs. Although these roles have
evolved and remain varied in NYC, the intentionality is still the same, to provide support to
enhance academic outcomes. Many of the roles explained above have taken on an aspect of
restorative-justice practice and come to provide opportunities for the school community to heal
after breakdowns.
My own role was as a mandated school social worker in a building of about 500
elementary-school students. I also provided at-risk counseling services for students not part of
my caseload. My role was challenging because the only other mental-health provider was the
social worker who was part of the hospital-based mental-health clinic, and she only saw children
and families who had insurance. Therefore, a great deal of the crisis-intervention responsibility
fell to me. Sadly, when the school social worker’s role is not made clear, it’s difficult for the
practitioner to assert himself or herself in the position.
Throughout the history of school social work, uncertainty has pervaded the school social
worker’s role (Joseph, et.al, 2012; Kelly, et.al, 2010). D’Agostino (2013) offered clarity by
asserting that effective collaboration is indispensable to the work. He stated that it involved “all
key stakeholders in the school community, including, but not limited to, students, parents,
teachers, administrators, community members, and community organizations.” If the people in
these various roles offer support, learning barriers can decrease, the school climate can improve,
higher graduation rates can be achieved, and motivated youths can realize their future as
successful, contributing adult members of society (D’Agostino, 2013).
Especially critical is the school social worker’s ability to identify the requisite skills to
support students’ academic progress, while also providing services that are culturally responsive,
especially for our increasing Latinx population. Collaboration cultivates professional-
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development opportunities that will increase school social work’s theory, practice, policy, and
body of research (Allen-Meares, 2006). Although collaboration is a critical component of the
work, so, too, is awareness of the social and political context influencing the children and their
families. Villarreal Sosa (2019) acknowledged the current anti-immigrant sentiment plaguing
elements of the nation—including in schools—and the ways they affect Latinx children who may
be living in mixed-status families. She encouraged school social workers to examine the cultural
tensions that exist within the white-dominated field. She explained, “when attempting to work on
and implement social-justice practices and move toward racial equity, these tensions can
manifest in differences in motivation, awareness, and critical reflection among practitioners”
(Villarreal Sosa, 2019, p. 2).
Villarreal Sosa (2019) emphasized the importance of “using our positionality and
reflexivity for the promotion of social change in our everyday work” (p. 4). School social
workers can play so many roles to enhance the education experience of children and their
families, provided they are adequately trained and supported. It’s important to understand the
historical context of NYC’s public schools, school social work, and social justice when
considering where we need to move to be effective partners in the academic community. As
highlighted, school systems have grappled with many challenges from the beginning. Paramount
among them has been responding equitably to the ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious
differences of the community and its people. The NYCDOE continues to reflect this struggle.
Most students enrolled in the NYCDOE are students of color, yet most school staff members and
policymakers are white. Cultural responsiveness is essential for children to thrive in education
spaces that have suffered from corruption, institutional racism, and deep-seated inequities.
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Cultural Responsiveness in NYC Schools
Cultural responsiveness, or culturally relevant education, has been an area of discussion
within urban education for a few decades. Aronson and Laughter (2016) looked at a synthesis of
culturally responsive research and found two main foci: one centered on teacher practice, as
embodied in the work of Gay (2010) and culturally responsive teaching, and the second centered
on teacher posture and paradigm, as expressed in the work of Ladson-Billings (1995) and
culturally relevant pedagogy. Although “teaching” and “pedagogy” are differentiated here, both
strands strongly embrace social justice and treat the classroom as a site for social change.
Looking more closely at the differentiation, “teaching” speaks to the material that is used to
teach a given subject. Thus, culturally relevant teaching involves what material is being taught
and how it reflects the diversity present in the classroom. By contrast, I view “pedagogy” as
more of a way of being that educators take on, involving how they actually relate to the students
with whom they work.
It bears mention that culturally relevant pedagogy has received its share of criticism.
Paris (2012) introduced Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy, arguing that culturally relevant
pedagogy has not been effective because many have viewed it as something to “check off a list,”
as opposed to an intentional way of being. On that view, lacking a framework of racial equality
or critical race theory, culturally relevant pedagogical practice becomes methodological rather
than intentional. Paris (2012) makes a case for intentionality in practice, not just carrying out a
formality. Knight-Manuel and colleagues (2019) added that a teacher of any background can be
successful in delivering culturally responsive education, as long as he or she has the wherewithal
to provide the information and both the disposition and the desire to do so.
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In schools, depending on the school structures, social workers can serve in many
leadership capacities. Khalifa (2018) discussed the role of school leadership—specifically
principals—in facilitating culturally responsive practice. He argued that oppressive structures
and practices in schools can be combated when school staff learns how to push against
oppression and inequities, and when systems are challenged. He clarified the importance of
school leadership’s role in centering the lives of the communities that the schools serve. Khalifa
(2018) specifically discussed several basic premises of Culturally Responsive School Leadership
(CRSL), identifying “a core set of unique leadership behaviors: a) being critically self-reflective;
b) developing and sustaining culturally responsive teachers and curricula; c) promoting inclusive,
anti-oppressive school contexts; and d) engaging students’ Indigenous (or local neighborhood)
community contexts” (p. 13).
The premises outlined above are in line with the role of the school social worker,
generally speaking; they’re also an invitation to take a more proactive approach in these areas,
although minimal literature is available specifically about culturally responsive social work
practice (CRSWP). But, although literature on CRSWP is somewhat limited, the literature that is
available on education is certainly relatable; accordingly, I borrowed from that research.
In Gay’s “Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice,” she
powerfully stated, “culturally responsive pedagogy validates, facilitates, liberates, and empowers
ethnically diverse students by simultaneously cultivating their cultural integrity, individual
abilities, and academic success” (Gay, 2010, p. 46). These concepts are very much related to the
educational foundation that most accredited Master of Social Work (MSW) programs provide.
Since all of my study participants have an MSW from the accrediting body in social
work, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), I assert that there is an agreed-upon
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understanding of what it is to be culturally responsive. Social workers who work for the
NYCDOE have acquired an MSW from a CSWE-accredited institution. Accredited MSW social
work programs teach students to facilitate and promote social justice, while also being culturally
responsive in their future practice (Bender et al., 2010). The MSW program objectives in the
CSWE’s Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) include a requirement that
social work graduates demonstrate cultural responsiveness by practicing with respect for,
knowledge of, and skills related to clients’ backgrounds and identities, as well as an
understanding of the forms and mechanisms of oppression and discrimination (CSWE, 2015).
According to the NASW Code of Ethics, ethical standards exist to which social workers
are encouraged to adhere. In 2017, the NASW Code of Ethics underwent modification in a
number of areas. Most significant to this study is the change made to Standard 1.05. The heading
for this section was changed from “Cultural Competence and Social Diversity” to “Cultural
Awareness and Social Diversity.” This modification was meant to address the changes in social
work literature and language. Barsky (2017) asserted that terms such as “cultural awareness,”
“cultural humility” and “cultural responsiveness” are being used to convey that social workers
should have a level of awareness of their clients’ culture to make sure that interventions and
interactions with clients are specific to their needs. It also challenges social workers to look at
the ways they are providing services and the barriers some of their clients may experience in
their environment, such as systemic issues.
Digging more deeply into Standard 1.05, it states the following:
(a) Social workers should understand culture and its function in human behavior
and society, recognizing the strengths that exist in all cultures.
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(b) Social workers should have a knowledge base of their clients’ cultures and be
able to demonstrate competence in the provision of services that are sensitive to
clients’ cultures and to differences among people and cultural groups.
(c) Social workers should obtain education about and seek to understand the
nature of social diversity and oppression with respect to race, ethnicity, national
origin, color, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, age, marital
status, political belief, religion, immigration status, and mental or physical ability.
(d) Social workers who provide electronic social work services should be aware
of cultural and socioeconomic differences among clients and how they may use
electronic technology. Social workers should assess cultural, environmental,
economic, mental or physical ability, linguistic, and other issues that may affect
the delivery or use of these services (Workers, 2017).
In the NASW Code of Ethics, one of the core values—social justice—relates directly to
the role that school social workers can play in eradicating injustices in education. As the
population of NYCDOE students evolves, so, too, do the identities and practices of those who
serve the students. A wide variety of adjectives can be paired with the word “culturally” in this
context, including “relevant,” “sensitive,” “centered,” “congruent,” “reflective,” “mediated,”
“contextualized,” “synchronized,” and “responsive.” Whatever terminology one chooses, the
underlying idea—that making classroom instruction more consistent with the cultural
orientations of ethnically diverse students is important, and thought should be given to how to
effectuate it—is virtually identical (Gay, 2010).
Students in the NYCDOE are mostly children whose backgrounds tie into historical
marginalization, and they don’t usually see themselves represented in literature or in the overall
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school curriculum. This can have a profound effect on students, their families, and the school
community. For NYCDOE students, feeling seen, heard, and understood can be transformative to
their personal growth. Being validated by peers and school staff via representation and
acknowledgment shifts the paradigm of worth and value, not only within the self but also within
the community. Gay called this validating, comprehensive, multidimensional, empowering,
transformative, and emancipatory.
Ladson-Billings (1995) explained that culturally responsive teachers spur intellectual,
social, emotional, and political learning by using cultural resources to instill knowledge, skills,
values, and attitudes. Another urban-education scholar, Emdin (2016), described an approach to
teaching and learning called reality pedagogy. This strategy focuses on the specific needs of each
student, emphasizing that there are cultural differences between students and teachers. Reality
pedagogy also offers strategies that can be used to support an effective learning and teaching
process in urban schools, while supporting young people’s identity development. Emdin’s
approach honors the child/teacher relationship in ways that have proven transformative in
education spaces. Reality pedagogy “works toward making students wholly visible to each other
and to the teacher, and focuses on open discourse about where students are academically,
psychologically, and emotionally (Emdin, 2016, p. 27).
Before there was culturally responsive education, there were scholars who focused on
multicultural education. Sonia Nieto has spent decades teaching and exploring ways to shift
teaching perspectives as the country’s demographics have shifted. To add to this pedagogy,
Sonia Nieto examined multicultural education as an added tool to support teaching and learning.
She contended that “because multicultural education takes into account the cultures, languages,
and experiences of all students, it can go beyond the simple transfer of skills to include those
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attitudes and critical, analytical abilities that have the potential to empower students for
productive and meaningful lives (Nieto, 2018, p. 47).
Culturally Responsive Social Work Practice
All of the scholars discussed share a key commonality: a commitment to, and a passion
for, centering the cultural nuances and experiences of the students, as well as critically
examining systems of oppression and inequities in education. Social work practice in schools
was not included in the discussions around the pedagogy. However, CRSWP—culturally
responsive social work practice—is starting to gain traction, underscoring attentiveness to the
needs already identified. Social workers, as part of their profession, are expected to engage with
people “of all cultures, languages, classes, races, ethnic backgrounds, religions, and other
diversity factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, and values the worth of individuals,
families, and communities, and protects and prescribes the dignity of each” (Workers, 2012). For
social workers, it is not enough merely to learn about the cultures of the people with whom they
are working. To use oneself as a starting point to work with individuals of various cultures helps
build stronger connections to clients, while also enhancing efficacy.
Marsiglia and Kulis (2009) discussed culturally grounded social work practice as an
effective approach for all practitioners to consider when working with all clients. They posited
that culturally grounded social work practice happens through “the acquisition of specific
knowledge, the development of a set of attitudes, and the mastery and practice of certain
behaviors (p. 20)”. This approach values all of who the client is and all that his or her culture has
to offer. It means moving beyond awareness, requiring instead transformative social work
practice. CRSWP, to this point, has had limited exposure as it pertains to the work being done in
schools.
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For bilingual Latinx school social workers, CRSWP involves a deeper level of reflexivity
and praxis. Tulane University School of Social Work’s website defines CRSWP with precision,
as follows:
CRSWP prioritizes social justice and advocacy as a constant process, which
simultaneously addresses structural inequality along with the clinical and
community realms of social work practice. CRSWP incorporates cultural
sensitivity, which places central emphasis on the historical context, worldviews,
cultural experiences, norms, beliefs, values, and behaviors of a distinct group and
integrates their preferences into social work practice in culturally congruent ways.
CRSWP emphasizes cultural humility, or the commitment to life-long reflexivity,
self-evaluation, and learning that aims at redressing the power imbalances
inherent among professionals, clients, mainstream, and people who have
experienced oppression. (https://tssw.tulane.edu/about/diversity-and-inclusiveexcellence, para 2).
In CRSWP, cultural humility is paramount. Ortega and Faller (2011) discuss cultural
humility as being an approach that promotes incorporating multicultural and intersectional
understanding and analyses to improve practice. In other words, there is a focus on the multifaceted whole person, including power dynamics and personal experiences—both past and
present—of racism. In addition, cultural humility incorporates ongoing curiosity, self-reflection,
and self-critique; it challenges sociocultural mechanisms and injustices; and it enables social
workers to pursue a transformative agenda, rather than reinforcing the status quo. In my study,
participants discussed their urgency in using, and their commitment to use, the lens that CRSWP
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offers, as it has helped them to make transformative change and advance the ultimate goal of
eradicating inequities and racism in NYCDOE schools.
Social workers in the school environment have the opportunity to effect changes that
would not only enhance students’ social and emotional well-being, but also drive their academic
success. Social workers have a unique skill whereby they can promote a diverse and
multicultural academic atmosphere…one that nurtures learning and increases school success for
these vulnerable populations. According to Joseph and colleagues (2012), school social workers
must continue “to advocate for policies that advance a positive school-wide climate for diversity,
while continuing to execute practice behaviors that call attention to the continuing needs in this
area.”
CRSL—culturally relevant school leadership—is tied to the impact that social workers
can have in most schools. Khalifa and colleagues (2016) reviewed the literature and synthesized
four primary strands of CRSL: critical self-awareness, culturally responsive curricula and teacher
preparation, culturally responsive and inclusive school environments, and engaging students and
parents in community context. Although Khalifa and colleagues (2016) focused on the role of
school leadership—mainly principals—it should be noted that school social workers can help
facilitate the transformation being sought; indeed, many of the school social workers in the study
played leadership roles that directly enhanced the entire school community. Their efforts
included building self-awareness, supporting teachers’ efforts to plan and execute culturally
responsive curricula, fostering a constructive school climate, and, of course, impacting students
and their families positively. Each of these components coexists harmoniously with school social
workers’ role.
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As Gay (2010) indicated, culturally relevant pedagogy has some key tenets that are
relevant to social work practice—namely, being a cultural organizer, a cultural mediator, and an
orchestrator of social contexts for learning. When school social workers engage in the work of
enhancing the well-being of students, including being involved in elements of school curriculum
like critical pedagogy and multicultural education, they are active social-justice agents. Nieto
(2001) characterized multicultural education as having seven basic characteristics: “antiracist
education, basic education, important for all students, pervasive throughout the curriculum,
education for social justice, a process, and critical pedagogy” (p. 29). But educators in schools
cannot do the work of creating inclusive environments on their own. Today’s educators require
support in order for equitable education to take place; that includes having an opportunity to look
at their own biases and practices (Nieto, 2001).
Social workers are especially skilled in providing services to students who face complex
obstacles to success; among the most prevalent are disabilities, poverty, discrimination, abuse,
neglect, mental illness, homelessness, bullying, and family stressors. School social workers play
a pivotal role in forging partnerships between the home, the school, and the community to ensure
student success. D’Agostino (2013) emphasized the importance of collaboration on the part of
school social workers as a means of creating an environment of mutuality. Research also
evidenced school mental-health programs’ ability to improve education outcomes by decreasing
absences, lowering the dropout rate, reducing disciplinary referrals, and improving academic
achievement.
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School Social Work Today
Today, school social work emphasizes the empowerment of families and children so that
they can overcome adversity. That mission stands in stark contrast to the acculturation on which
the practice focused 100 years ago. Despite the xenophobic attitudes that are politically en vogue
in some circles, many people today have a different perspective on poverty, injustice, and
immigrant populations than previous generations had. Regardless, school social workers’
opportunity to have a great positive impact remains clear. More research, more support, and
greater collaboration across all levels of the education system will help enhance school social
work, and, most importantly, benefit those whom it directly and indirectly affects.
School social workers who take an active role in bringing together schools, families, and
communities have the potential to transform historically oppressed communities and to topple
the systems that have oppressed them. Research indicates that, in schools that are perceived as
having good communication between teachers and parents, as well as between teachers and
students, and where high academic and behavioral expectations are set, disruptive school
behavior is diminished and better academic outcomes are achieved (Eamon & Altshuler, 2004).
School social workers have an opportunity to facilitate strong, effective partnerships between
students, teachers, administrators, families, and community organizations, all in service of
improving academic outcomes. By assisting students in developing their social networks, social
workers can help shape students’ influences. By facilitating communication with outside
organizations, identifying governmental funding streams, and developing networks within
schools, school social workers can be a driving force in developing all communities’ social
capital.
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As is clear, school social workers’ role is indispensable in lifting up oppressed
communities. Alvarez and colleagues (2013) discovered in their study that the number of school
social workers in a school district has a direct relationship with the number of students who
complete high school, even when poverty is accounted for. They recommend that school social
workers participate in research that emphasizes their specialized knowledge, their vital skills, and
their ability to intervene in various situations, often within a school district. The future of social
work—and, perhaps more importantly, the futures of the children whom school social workers
shepherd—might depend on their doing so.
Cultural competency and cultural relevancy in school social work cries out for more
study and development. After all, a century ago, visiting teachers were hired to ensure that the
immigrants coming into American schools understood and embraced “American culture.” Over
the years, school social workers’ role has shifted. Now, there are opportunities for school social
workers to be intentional about how they practice their craft.
Sue (2006) argued with conviction that, for social workers to be culturally competent
today, they must explore their biases and their own training, and they must come to accept
alternative world views’ legitimacy. Even more importantly, social workers must become aware
of systemic forces—for example, institutionalized oppression and racism—that affect their
clients, as well as perhaps they themselves. To identify and battle back against corrosive
systemic forces is not for the meek, but the work is essential and must be done. Allen-Meares’
(1994) warning remains as timely today as when she first wrote it: “Maintaining a low profile in
the school will not result in an expansion of [social work] services that are sorely needed;
instead, it could result in their demise” (p. 564).
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In a recent report, the Chancellor of the NYCDOE, Richard Carranza, affirmed that racebased disparity is evident to students on a daily basis (Carranza, 2018). The Office of Equity and
Access was created to address institutional and structural disparities in schools. In 2018, the
NYCDOE committed to spend $23 million in providing anti-bias training to public-school
educators as part of its effort to address racism in schools (Chapman, 2019). Carranza has also
made culturally responsive education a priority. All of these changes occurred after I completed
my study.
There has never been a better time for school social workers to engage in CRSWP. At
present, about 40% of the students enrolled in NYCDOE schools speak a language other than
English at home (NYCDOE, 2020). That equates to 438,131 students living in households in
which English is not the primary language spoken. Research related to bilingual school social
workers in NYC does not exist. For that reason, I examined literature borrowed from bilingual
social workers within social work practice.
Bilingual Latinx Social Workers
Latinx students make up the largest minority group among the country’s school-aged
population; many of these students are bilingual. The Latinx population in NYC is immensely
varied, ranging from newly arrived immigrants to multigenerational families whose members
have been in the United States for decades. According to the NYCDOE (NYCDOE, 2020),
bilingual students account for 14.4% of the overall population. At present, more than 160
languages are spoken by NYCDOE English Language Learner (ELL) participants. Some 52.5%
are born in the United States, whereas 47.5% are born outside the country. In 2005/2006, Latinx
students accounted for 19.8% of all public-school students, having risen from 12.7% in
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1993/1994. That means, nationally, since 1993/1994, the Latinx population within public schools
increased more than 55% (Fry, 2007).
Although considerable emphasis is placed on Latinx students, their academic
achievement, and their need for greater support, research to explore bilingual social workers’
role has been minimal. Furthermore, research on bilingual Latinx social workers is nearly
nonexistent. The absence is particularly acute in the context of their role within school systems.
Villarreal Sosa (2019) identified key elements to consider when working with Latinx youth. She
emphasized that the school social work profession is a Western construct, grounded in European
and European American culture; therefore, cultural tensions might manifest themselves. She also
noted that moving toward racial equality can generate tensions that can be made manifest in
“differences in motivation, awareness, and critical reflection among practitioners” (p. 2).
NYCDOE Latinx School Social Worker Statistics
According to the NYC Independent Budget Office, there were 1,455 school social
workers employed by the NYCDOE in 2017. Some 118 held a bilingual extension bilingual in
Spanish. In approximate percentages, 37% were white, 34% Hispanic, 23% Black, 3.51% Asian,
0.27% Native American, and 3% unidentified/declined. (It is important to note the possibility
that some of the Hispanic social workers were Spanish-speaking and did not have the bilingual
extension.) For the same year, the approximate student demographics were as follows: 42.5%
Hispanic, 31.7% Black, 12.4% white, 11.6% Asian, and 1.9% other4.
Those statistics confirm the need to explore the professional experiences of bilingual
Latinx school social workers employed by the NYCDOE. Given a profession whose members,
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statistically speaking, have mostly been white, it is heartening to note that, in NYC, school social
workers’ demographics better mirror the student population.

Latinx Diversity
One important factor to note is that the Latinx population is multifaceted, not
homogenous. Although the largest percentage of Latinx individuals living in the United States
are of Mexican ancestry, others are from areas of the Caribbean—for example, the Dominican
Republic, Puerto Rico, or Cuba—or from South America or Central America. Furman and
colleagues (2009) stated that the cultural and ethnic backgrounds of Latinx individuals are
diverse, including Spaniard, indigenous to their respective lands, and African. Variations within
the Latinx community also include language differences. These can not only manifest themselves
in the use of regional varieties of Spanish, but also reveal themselves in the context of bilingual
practices. Certainly, however, the commonalities outnumber the differences. The most important
takeaway for social work practice is the realization that speaking in clients’ preferred language
might enhance service provision. As such, as Marrs Fuchsel (2015) stated, social workers
working with bilingual clients might have to prepare themselves to do just that.
During Latinx families’ time residing in the United States, it is assumed that assimilation
brings benefits, potentially including higher education, increased income, and participation in the
dominant culture (Smokowski et al., 2008). However, assimilation can undermine other cultural,
linguistic, and racial dynamics within the Latinx culture. Few studies have focused on the
relationship between acculturation, enculturation, perceived racism, and mental-health outcomes
(Alamilla et al., 2010). A study by Alamilla and colleagues recommended “mental-health
professionals working with Latinx clients should…assess enculturation, acculturation, and the
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role of the psychosocial context on their clients’ functioning” (Alamilla, et.al., 2010, p. 71).
Considering the work that they do with children and families of similar backgrounds, bilingual
social workers should consider these areas, too.
Moreover, many of our children are experiencing extreme trauma and tension due to the
prevailing anti-immigrant sentiments, as well as accompanying threats of deportation and myriad
related complexities. Villarreal Sosa (2019) argued that the discrimination that the Latinx
community experiences has increased significantly under the Trump Administration. She
explained that having children in detention facilities for any length of time—or, indeed, any
identity-based or historical trauma—can have longstanding effects on children. One wonders
who is examining school social workers’ role, especially among those with Latinx backgrounds
and who, perhaps, have shared traumas.
It is important to examine bilingual Latinx school social workers’ practice and the role
they play as nepantleras. How do they navigate that space? Villarreal Sosa (2019) declared that
all “social workers can become nepantleras in the process of mediating their own and their
students’ cultural and psychological borders” (p. 4). Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of nepantla
comes from the Nahuatl word meaning “in between space” (Keating, 2006, p. 9) to reflect on
ways those living on the margins navigate their multiple worlds, in between cultures and
ideologies.
Neplanta becomes a zone of opportunity in which we undergo a metamorphosis and
transform as we move toward cognizance (DeNicolo & Gónzalez, 2015). Being an agent of
social change as a bilingual Latinx school social worker includes having the ability to maneuver
one’s own psychological, physical, and cultural borders, while also addressing those of the
children one serves (Villarreal Sosa, 2019). Additionally, Teasley and colleagues (2017)
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advocated for school social workers to be aware of how local-, state-, and national-level
immigration policies impact their communities. It is incumbent on school social workers to
consider the overall well-being of children who come from immigrant families—in particular,
those who may have been affected by deportation issues and other challenges.
What’s more, school social workers should be self-aware vis-à-vis their own biases and
political beliefs involving immigration issues. A need may exist to engage in critical
conversations within the school community to debunk myths and ameliorate community tensions
around immigration. A continuing challenge in schools nationwide is the lack of diversity among
school social workers, many of whose life experiences do not align with the life experiences of
the children and families with whom they work (Teasley & Cruz, 2014).

Bilingual Social Workers: Challenges and Opportunities.
As I conducted an extensive search for literature about bilingual social work
practitioners, I was surprised not to find many studies. That troubled me, given the palpable need
for linguistically diverse social work practitioners who can provide services to an increasingly
multilingual and multicultural client population. Worse yet, there was even more of a paucity of
literature about bilingual Latinx social workers and their work with bilingual clients. This area
merits exploration, as bilingual social workers who work with bilingual clients often confront
sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and sociopolitical issues similar to those with which their clients
contend.
Engstrom and Min’s (2004) study of bilingual and bicultural social workers suggested
that bilingual social workers face “different service complexities that are poorly understood by
their superiors and colleagues” (p. 168). The study also underscored the importance of agency
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administrators and supervisors looking critically at how bilingual social workers are offered
support. Engstrom and Min suggested that agencies do a better job of developing ways to assess
language abilities, while also providing additional training to staff. After all, even when a social
worker claims to be bilingual, it doesn’t by any means indicate that he or she knows the
professional terms for clinical concepts and how to convey them to clients. Institutional support
is critical to bilingual practitioners’ success.
Study participants overwhelmingly agreed that bilingual clients require more time and
greater attention as compared to clients who are not bilingual. At times, an increased workload
falls on one social worker if he or she happens to be the only one who speaks clients’ language.
A handful of social workers bearing an increased workload might well diminish their quality of
service, a truism in nearly every field. What’s more, quite often, peers or other agency staff
asked bilingual social workers to translate for them, thus taking valuable time away from the
tasks social workers otherwise had to complete. Engstrom and Min suggested that organizations
consider a salary adjustment to compensate for increased caseloads, heavy workloads, and the
duality of the roles.
Another area to consider as it relates to bilingual Latinx social workers is language
competence. As in other areas that involve bilingual social work practitioners—nearly all areas,
in fact—limited research on language use exists. Arriaza (2015) argued that speaking another
language and understanding it does not necessarily mean someone is language competent. In his
study, Arriaza explained that no clear and explicit processes currently exist to assess selfidentified bilingual social workers’ language competence. An opportunity remains for schools of
social work to think about ways to support bilingualism in their social work programs so as to
enhance proficiency in language practices.
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Language Politics
In the context of social work practice, it’s uncommon to consider language politics or the
ways in which one language is privileged over another. In the world of bilingual Latinx social
workers performing school social work, however, it does come up in different ways. Harrison
(2009) argued that language has a history of being used as a means of social control. In schools
in which children are tested continuously, and where funding streams are limited for academic
support, social workers should strongly advocate for a more egalitarian approach to language
politics. Harrison (2009) quoted Pierre Bourdieu as stating, “[L]anguages cannot be understood
separately from the broader sociocultural and politico-economic milieus in which they are
embedded” (p. 1,083). These are even more pertinent for bilingual Latinx social workers who
work with bilingual Latinx students. Language also serves as a means to develop trust and
connection, especially in the Latinx community.
Garcia and Kleifgen (2010) have identified the use of home language as being critical to
offering bilingual students a chance at education excellence and equity. To negate a child’s
culture and language is detrimental to his or her overall identity development. García and
colleagues (2008) addressed this, as follows:
When officials and educators ignore the bilingualism that these students can and
often must develop through schooling in the United States, they perpetuate
inequities in the education of these children. That is, they discount the home
languages and cultural understandings of these children and assume their
educational needs are the same as a monolingual child (p. 6).
To that point, if children’s socio-emotional and sociocultural needs are left unmet, the result
could be deleterious to their overall success in traditional academic settings. For bilingual Latinx
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students and their families, the social worker—in particular, the bilingual Latinx social worker—
can help them navigate the systems they face. The literature documented positive academic
outcomes and reduced dropout rates when home/school collaborations took place and when
family engagement was robust (Becerra, 2012; Jasis & Ordoñez-Jasis, 2012; Noguera, 2003).
Many studies have examined school counselors’ role in relation to home/school collaboration
(Cook, 2012; Gonzalez, 2013). By contrast, literature regarding these sorts of collaborations are
not widely available as it relates to the growing Spanish-speaking, bilingual population.
Furman and colleagues (2013) highlighted the need for bilingual Latinx social workers
and the challenges associated with the recruitment and retention in the workforce. They also
detailed the low number of Latinx individuals entering the field of social work on an MSW or a
Doctor of Social Work (DSW) level; that fact raises concerns about the field of social work’s
ability to meet the client population’s linguistic demands. De Jesús (2013) explored pathways
into social work and ways in which barriers could be reduced for adult Latinx individuals. He
found that components of a potential program included reduced tuition and tuition assistance,
transportation support, childcare, and support in strengthening oral and written skills in English
(De Jesús, 2013).
Sociopolitical Education Policies Impacting Bilingual Students
Many legislative efforts have directly and indirectly impacted bilingualism in schools.
The landmark Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) held that
“segregated schools were unconstitutional, ushering in a new era in the struggle for civil rights in
America” (García et al., 2008, p. 20). After Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which
forbade discrimination on the basis of national origin, race, or color, the path to protecting
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linguistic minorities’ education rights was forged. linguistic minorities’ education rights began
their path to protection.
In 1968, Congress reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).
Title VII of that legislation was the Bilingual Education Act (BEA), which established a federal
objective of assisting limited-English-speaking students with the quick acquisition of English.
Initially, the BEA limited program participation to students whose family income was below the
poverty line (García et al., 2008). In 1974, and subsequently in 1978, Congress adjusted the
BEA to include children of all socioeconomic statuses and Limited English Proficient (LEP)
children, respectively. The BEA also helped fund school districts that wanted to start a program
of that sort and would enroll large numbers of students who could benefit from such a program.
In 1994, Congress reauthorized the ESEA, including the BEA. Although the legislation provided
funding and parameters for such programs, persistent disparities and inconsistencies remained as
regards the administration of academic programs for linguistic minorities. Unfortunately,
English-only attitudes have tended to suffuse even these initiatives.
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which mandated assessments for ELLs under
Title I (funding for poor students) and Title III (funding for LEPs), both enhanced and
complicated the school’s role in home/school collaboration . School curriculum, teacher training,
and the standardization of testing all created opportunities for schools to establish themselves as
cultural brokers, particularly for the bilingual population. Studies have documented
administrators’ agreement that Latinx students would benefit from additional counseling
programs to address their academic, career-related, and personal concerns; however, the research
is not specific to social work practice (Garcia-Reid & Reid, 2009; Greenberg, 2012; SmithAdcock et al., 2006).
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Smith-Adcock and associates argued for a focus on recruiting and training bicultural
and/or bilingual, Spanish-speaking school counselors. Greenberg advocated for collaborations
between, and partnerships among, schools and families. She also suggested what she termed a
“cultural partnership” with the local community and its leaders in service of creating quality
programs. Garcia-Reid and Reid (2009) focused on empowering Latinx students through
partnerships with school social workers. They felt that “school social workers are uniquely
positioned to promote social justice and educational equity for Latinx [students] through
empowerment-building strategies” (p. 59). As articulated by the National Association of School
Social Workers, school social workers must recognize the ethnic and racial barriers within
schools and develop ways to mitigate their effect on students, while also promoting a climate in
which change can occur (Workers, 2012).
For the Latinx population, CRSWP is crucial to ensuring effective access and service
provision. Furman and associates (2009) noted that, when working with Latinx clients,
knowledge areas are very much related to what they referred to as “transcaring strategies”: 1)
Heterogeneity – understanding that Latinx individuals are diverse; 2) Transmigration – which
includes social isolation due to not having family in the United States and immigration policies;
3) Acculturation and racism – highly acculturated young adults may experience higher levels of
stress with their families and may experience systematic racism; 4) Health disparities and
concerns – mistrust of the healthcare system may lead not to seek services; 5) Language – lack of
communication may result in the inability to access services; 6) Values – Latinx individuals, as a
whole, value collectivism; 7) Skills – being culturally sensitive is a skill; 8) Self-awareness and
self-reflection are important to avoid bias; 9) Warmth and trust must be established early on.
García and colleagues (2012) concluded in their study that, in addition to academic interventions,
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social and emotional connections within the school environment were critical to the success of
bilingual Latinx populations. Fuertes suggested future qualitative analyses centered on how
issues of language and culture are integrated into counseling and supervision, as well as how
counselors assume the role of client advocates.
In my research, I found only one relatively recent study—that of Engstrom and Min
(2004)—that was specific to bilingual social workers and their use of culture and language to
facilitate services. Engstrom and Min demonstrated the connection between language and culture
at the worker/client level. Because of their bilingual and bicultural skills, respondents felt they
could better serve the bilingual individuals with whom they worked. In the study, 76% responded
“yes” when asked whether their bilingual cases were more involved than, and required more time
than, their monolingual cases did. The study reinforced the notion that, whenever possible, it is
optimal to use a bilingual social worker who is the right match for the client.
Engstrom and Min discussed three implications that are important to keep in mind: First,
additional linguistic resources are required to assist bilingual social workers. Inevitably, these
social workers will have to contend with more paperwork and additional tasks with bilingual
families than with monolingual families. Second, additional training specific to languages would
help support bilingual social workers’ language-skill acquisition. Third, modifying bilingual
social workers’ current workload should be considered, as they are frequently called upon to
handle many more clients than monolingual social workers are.
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Summary
My literature review helped ground and contextualize my study of bilingual Latinx
school social workers employed in NYCDOE schools. I examined the history of school social
work and laid the groundwork of a history of NYC public schools. Then, I discussed literature
relevant to cultural responsiveness in education and its relationship to school social work.
Finally, I discussed bilingualism in social work and education, as well as the challenges bilingual
social workers face. Limited literature was available for bilingual Latinx school social workers,
making my study and its related research both timely and necessary—indeed, critical.
There is an urgent need to practice school social work with a keen eye to facilitating
courageous conversations and actions that can advance social-justice efforts. Clearly, the history
of school social work is complicated, but it’s replete with growth lessons that we can use moving
forward. As currently practiced, school social work offers multi-pronged approaches to serve
children, their families, and the overall school community. Bilingual Latinx school social
workers bring a unique lens to the work; unfortunately, to this point, that lens has largely been
left unexamined. This study aims to begin to rectify that.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Overview
This study examined school social work practice using Critical Race Theory (CRT),
Latino Critical Theory (LatCrit), and testimonios as a theoretical praxis, Testimonios En Acción
(TEA), to guide and frame its narrative approach. In this chapter, I will introduce the research
methodology for this qualitative study of bilingual Latinx school social workers in the NYCDOE
and their role as culturally responsive practitioners. Qualitative research methodology implies an
emphasis on discovery and description; the objectives are generally focused on drawing out and
interpreting the meaning of an experience (Bogdan & Bidlen, 2007, Denzin & Lincoln, 2013;
Merriam, 2009). Accordingly, I use TEA to interrogate how my research participants critically
challenged marginalization, oppression, and resistance as bilingual Latinx school social workers,
while demonstrating resilience (Bernal et al., 2012).
I will first proceed by discussing my perspective as the researcher. Then, I will introduce
TEA—the theoretical praxis—and the research design. In the section focused on research design,
I will discuss the participants, the data collection, the interview questions, and the challenges I
experienced while processing and analyzing the transcripts. Finally, I will discuss how
testimonios helped to guide data pre-analysis, data analysis, and member checking.
The Researcher
Due to scrutiny of, and debate about, the relationship between a researcher and those
being researched, it is important that I positioned myself within my research in a way that offers
transparency while, at the same time, asserting authority on the subject matter (Coffey, 2002).
The best way to do that is to tell my own story, so as further to explain my choices as regards
methodology and positioning. This, Skeggs (2002) said, is “a call for accountability and
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responsibility in research, not for self-formation and self-promotion” (p. 369). A technique that
Maxwell suggested is for researchers to include an “identity memo” that describes their
background, goals, and relevance to the research questions. Maxwell (2005) argued that
“separating your research from other aspects of your life cuts you off from a major source of
insights, hypotheses, and validity checks” (p. 36). Therefore, I include my own story as it relates
to this research area, including what made me interested in this topic and the research question.
Having been a bilingual Latinx school social worker employed in an NYCDOE school
for eight years, I, at one time, was a member of the population that this study examined. I have
worked in my current role at Columbia School of Social Work (CSSW) for 10 years, and I
coordinate internships for Master of Social Work (MSW) students in public, private, and charter
schools, including NYCDOE schools. Identifying as a first-generation, bilingual, Spanishspeaking Afro-Latina of Dominican-American descent, I embrace my African Diasporic
heritage.
As a NYCDOE school social worker, I personally have had many experiences similar to
those of the study participants. Being the only mental-health practitioner in the building, I had an
immense workload, and my principal often assigned me work that went beyond my scope as a
school social worker. Tasks of that sort included translating conversations and other material for
parents and teachers. It was in that context that I regularly found myself reflecting on my
positionality, wondering how it related to the children, families, and school staff members with
whom I interfaced daily. In fact, when I started, the principal under whom I worked treated me as
though I were inept, despite there being absolutely no evidence of that. In the resulting struggle
over power dynamics, I spent a great deal of time exerting my agency and authority. Those
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challenges notwithstanding, the experience with which I emerged significantly contributed to my
success in the building as a school social worker and a leader.
Beverly (2005) asserted that the narrator in a testimonios study is someone who has had
lived experiences similar to those of the research participants. One of my intentions for this study
was to give meaning to their experiences. Maxwell (2005) posited that the researcher’s
experiential knowledge of the subject can add to the results’ validity. Indeed, according to
Maxwell, to ignore what the researcher knows “can seriously damage the proposal’s credibility”
(p. 38).
A related factor that merits consideration is the study participants having felt a certain
familiarity with me as a fellow Latinx; that kinship not only facilitated access, but also created a
comfort level that resulted in participants being more candid in sharing their stories. Most study
participants were individuals who provided internship opportunities for social work students at
CSSW; therefore, in many cases, I already had a connection with the participants. For that
reason, they felt comfortable with me and were empowered to be candid during interviews. Four
people I did not personally know through a relationship with CSSW were referred by other
participants.
Being similarly situated to the study participants, I, too, have witnessed and experienced
institutional racism and oppression. Moreover, both in my past and in my current work, I have
dealt with topics centered on power, race, oppression, and privilege. Therefore, I could relate to
many of the interviewees’ stories in a very personal way. Indeed, at times, I found my eyes
watering when they shared stories of their own challenges and triumphs, as well as those of the
families they have served. And because I, too, worked in schools, the study participants did not
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feel it necessary to explain some concepts to me; instead, they would say something like, “You
know how it is. You were there.”
Because of my experiences as, and my perspectives about being, a bilingual Latinx
school social worker who worked in the NYCDOE, I brought to this study an unavoidable bias in
how I might have chosen to gather, analyze, and synthesize the data collected. A bias of this sort
is commonplace in qualitative research, due to its manner of interpretation. Fortunately, this bias
can actually be a strength because my experiences, taken cumulatively, provided insight into—
and inspired introspection about—phenomena to which someone else might not be privy. That
being said, I proactively strove to distance myself from my research. One strategy for “making
the familiar strange” was to meditate before each interview, which helped me to ground myself. I
also wrote memos afterward.
As the researcher, it is essential that I maintain complete transparency about my “past
experiences, biases, prejudices, and orientations that have likely shaped the interpretation and
approach to the study” (Merriam, 1988). As Merriam noted, clarifying researcher bias from the
outset of the study is important so that the reader understands the researcher’s position and any
biases or assumptions that might impact the inquiry.
Theoretical Framework
It was important for me to utilize theories that brought the participants and their
experiences to the fore. Approaching the research in this way, I sought theories that would
illuminate the impact that the participants have. To that end, I combined CRT, LatCrit, and
testimonios as the theoretical praxis, TEA (see Figure 1). I used these theories to frame the
participants’ experiences as marginalized individuals. Through their storytelling and
positionality, I emphasized the importance of their narratives as a means of challenging the
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dominant culture and giving voice to how they maneuvered through a system rife with
microaggressions. From my examination of the literature, I realized that no one had done what I
intended to do: use my experience as a bilingual Latinx social worker to inform my exploration
of the professional experiences of other bilingual Latinx school social workers in the NYCDOE.
Utilizing TEA helped me center the participants’ voices throughout the study and leave a legacy
as a social-justice advocate.
In Figure 1, I diagrammed how each element of TEA is relevant to the theoretical praxis.
I highlighted specific facets of each of the theoretical lenses to depict how the research integrated
CRT, LatCrit, and testimonios. For this study, the parts of CRT, LatCrit, and testimonios
implemented are those components relevant to the experiences of bilingual Latinx school social
workers employed by the NYCDOE. The unique elements of each, taken together, proved crucial
in telling the participants’ stories and facilitating transcendence, empowerment, and action. Each
component helps to inform the others, as well as the theoretical praxis of TEA. Although facets
of CRT, LatCrit and testimonios are similar, all three must integrate to comprise Testimonios En
Acción (TEA).
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Figure 3.1 Testimonios En Acción (TEA): Theoretical Framework

Critical Race Theory
•The pervasiveness of
racism
•Whiteness as privilege
•Race as a social
construct
•Counterstories to
humanize the struggles
and injustices

Testimonios
•A pedagogical,
methodological, and activist
approach to social-justice
issues
•The importance of cultivation
and creation of knowledge
•Revealing injustices as a
means of healing,
empowerment, and advocacy

TEA
Testimonios En Acción
Transcendence
Empowerment
Action
Latino/a Critical Theory
•Marginalized
Intersectionality immigration status, the
impact of acculturation, or
language abilities
•Storytelling is
transformative and
empowering
•Cultivation of community
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Critical Race Theory (CRT)
CRT surfaced to address specific social, political, educational, and economic concerns
related to race (Bell, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1997). CRT addresses
both the socially constructed nature of race and its undeniably real effects—social, legal,
political, and otherwise. It suggests that race and racism are part and parcel of life in the United
States, and that they are significant factors in the lived experiences of people of color (Sue et al.,
2016). Figure 1’s summarization of CRT includes these observations.
In addition, CRT interrogates the power dynamics that racial issues influence. Indeed,
CRT “serves to deconstruct the ‘apartheid of knowledge’ that exists within the academy, through
validating and honoring [the] experiences and forms of knowledge [of people who identify as
being marginalized]” (Pérez Huber, 2008). The CRT framework has been used to theorize about,
examine, and challenge the ways in which race and racism implicitly and explicitly affect social
structures, practices, and discourses (Yosso, 2005). Because this research centered on social
work in education, CRT fit well; after all, social workers frequently work with populations
whose members are oppressed and/or marginalized. In addition, social work is a field dedicated
to social justice and the empowerment of historically disenfranchised portions of the population
(Workers, 2017).
CRT has been extensively used as a theoretical framework in education (Bell, 1995;
Cannon et al., 2020; Dixson & Rousseau, 2014; Ledesma & Calderón, 2015; Vass, 2015). In
addition, it has gained traction in the context of social work (Abrams & Moio, 2009; Cannon et
al., 2020). Daftary (2018) reviewed the literature on CRT and identified eight tenets salient to
social work. They are as follows: 1) racism’s permanence, 2) the need for historical context and a
critique of ahistoricism, 3) interest convergence, 4) race as a social construction, 5) property
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value of whiteness, 6) intersectionality, 7) unique voice of color and counternarrative, and 8)
critique of liberalism. Figure 1 reflects some of those tenets.
CRT has helped to explain how people of color navigate “white spaces” in which race
might not always be overtly discussed, but in which its impact is clearly felt (Ladson-Billings,
2009). I sought to tap into that explanatory power in this study. The bilingual Latinx school
social workers who participated were from an oppressed group of people, working in a discipline
committed to social justice. Abrams and Moio (2009) contended that using CRT in the social
work profession facilitated social justice by emphasizing the need to examine how the
intersectionality of oppressed standings manifests across individuals, communities, and social
settings.
CRT has been used in other social work research, as well, especially with marginalized
populations. For example, Cannon et al. (2020) investigated the similarities and differences
among white and African American men and women in relation to race, gender, parenting
attitudes, and conflict negotiation. The study applied CRT to the issue of intimate-partner
violence (IPV) and examined how to develop treatment interventions that recognize the impact
of structural inequity. The study noted that past research had not examined how positionality had
empirical connections with gender, race, IPV, and parenting. The researchers further observed
that the cultural norms of white people are looked upon as the cultural norms for all people
(Cannon et al., 2020).
Researching school social workers of color using CRT helps shed light on the ways in
which bilingual Latinx school social workers engage in their work as culturally responsive
practitioners. With most social workers in general—and school social workers in specific—being
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white, it’s important to gain information on the ways in which their intersectional identity affects
their work.
LatCrit
The second component of the theoretical framework is LatCrit. I used it to complement
CRT and further develop CRT’s utility. Indeed, LatCrit extends beyond CRT, and illuminates
discrimination that stems from intersectional facets of identity that can further marginalize
Latinx people. For example, Solórzano and Bernal (2001) and Valdes (1996) used LatCrit to
unpack discrimination based on one’s nativity, generation, language, socioeconomic status,
gender, and sexuality. (See Figure 1 for additional insights.) LatCrit is also consistent with social
work’s mission and values (Workers, 2008). According to Kiehne (2016), similar to social work,
LatCrit emphasizes the mezzo and macro practices that engage and mobilize communities
impacted by oppression.
LatCrit scholars contend that Latinx people are marginalized and underrepresented on an
array of social matrices (Pérez Huber, 2012; Kiehne, 2016; LatCrit Primer, 2000; Pérez Huber,
2010). LatCrit has been used to recognize and expose how policies and practices that are
allegedly race-neutral, in fact, facilitate subjugation. LatCrit also takes an intersectional approach
to examining issues of immigration within a population. I found LatCrit particularly helpful in
light of some of CRT’s limitations—namely, its limited ability to identify other ways in which
people may be marginalized, such as immigration status, level of acculturation, or facility with
language.
Both CRT and LatCrit identify storytelling, or narrative, as a key element in achieving
racial emancipation. Notably, oral history is an essential element of Latinx cultures. In the
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present study specifically, the retelling of the participants’ narratives was transformative and
empowering (Fernández, 2002).
Testimonios
The third and final component of TEA is testimonios. Testimonios is a multifunctional
approach and it gives voice to the silenced. Testimonios is a teaching tool that focuses on
collective experiences that may relate to oppression (Delgado Bernal et al., 2012; Flores
Carmona, 2014; Reyes & Rodríguez, 2012). In addition, the purpose of testimonios is to facilitate
gaining new understandings. (See Figure 1 for additional detail.)
Pérez Huber (2009) argued that, in the field of education, there exist dominant
ideologies—meritocracy, individualism, and color-blindness—that serve to mask people of
color’s struggles. Pérez Huber emphasized the urgent need to develop research strategies that
“disrupt the apartheid of knowledge present in academia that shadows the knowledge and
experiences of communities of color” (Pérez Huber, 2009, p. 640). Others have shown how the
history of research and the creation of academic knowledge have been used to “otherize” people
of color (Fine et al., 1994). Given their lived experiences, the participants in the present study
engaged in it because they wanted—perhaps needed—to tell their stories, hoping to make an
impact.
In education, in particular, researchers have employed testimonios as a pedagogical,
methodological, and activist approach to social-justice issues. For instance, Bernal et al.’s (2012)
application of testimonios transgressed traditional paradigms in academia, bringing together
scholarship that created new knowledge in education while, at the same time, illuminating
critical social justice concerns.
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Scholars have used testimonios in various ways. Notably, testimonios is a feminist
Chicana framework, first used to bring attention to the plight of marginalized Latin American
peoples; indeed, it was entrenched in Latin American studies (Beverly, 2008; Pérez & Huber,
2009; Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012). The Latina Feminist Group (2001) described
testimonios as “a form of expression that comes out of intense repression or struggle, where the
person bearing witness tells the story to someone else, who then transcribes, edits, translates, and
publishes the text elsewhere” (p. 13). Often, testimonios involves narratives told by a witness
who, motivated by social and/or political urgency, wants to expose injustice and raise awareness
of oppression. In the present study, participants were inspired to share stories that had never been
told. In addition, they wanted to make sure their narratives—replete with challenges and
triumphs—were shared with the masses.
Testimonios has been used in education research extensively, but its application in social
work practice has been limited. When used as a methodology and a theory, it can be understood
as a connector between the brown bodies in our communities and academia (Bernal et al., 2012).
Pérez Huber (2009) defined testimonio as “a verbal journey of a witness who speaks to reveal the
racial, classed, gendered, and nativist injustices they have suffered as a means of healing,
empowerment, and advocacy for a more humane present and future” (p. 644). Against the
backdrop of the current political climate, riddled with implicit bias and overseen by a president
who has enacted anti-immigrant policies and expressed anti-immigrant sentiments, testimonios
helps advance the concept of community cultural wealth (Yosso. 2005), which highlights the
many assets and strengths already present in communities of color.
Particularly in education, researchers have employed testimonios as a pedagogical,
methodological, and activist approach to social-justice issues. Their application of testimonios
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transgressed traditional paradigms of academia (Bernal et al., 2012). In the present study,
testimonios folded into TEA—the theoretical praxis—to help guide the narrative data-collection
method. Testimonios aligns with the social work concept of “the person is political,” valuing the
participants’ narratives both as forms of activism and as political acts (Bernal et al., 2012;
DeNicolo & Gónzalez, 2015; Hill & Laredo, 2020; Pérez Huber, 2009).
Storytelling is fundamental in Latinx communities; that fact made it essential to use a
research approach that would put the participants’ stories at its center. For that reason,
testimonios proved essential in this research endeavor. The Spanish word translates to “giving
testimony” or “telling your story,” taking a confessional, political stance (Latina Working Group,
2001). That literal translation, however, fails to convey adequately that testimonios really means
to tell all with the explicit intention of seeking social justice (Espino et al., 2012; Reyes &
Rodríguez, 2012). Pérez Huber (2009) argued that testimonios provided an important
methodological tool for CRT- and LatCrit-focused researchers. So, too, is it important to TEA.
Research Design
To answer the research question, I asked the participants to tell me their stories. As a
means of story gathering, I employed the methodology of testimonios. As explained earlier,
testimonios is both a methodology and a theoretical framework that prescribes a narrative
approach to inquiry, and is closely related to counter story as method within CRT/LatCrit. I’ve
established that the Spanish word testimonio refers to bearing witness, but, importantly, the word
carries a further connotation. Namely, that connotation is “[the] act of truth-telling in a religious
or legal sense – ‘dar testimonio’ means to testify, to bear truthful witness” (Beverly, 2005, p. 3).
As a narrative approach to inquiry, testimonios was appropriate for this study because this
approach’s purpose is to empower and affirm the participants, granting them an opportunity to
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share their individual experiences…their perspectives…their testimony. Moreover, it allowed
me—the researcher and the curator of the participants’ narratives—to increase readers’
awareness of this population and its concerns (Reyes & Rodriguez, 2012).
My choice to embrace the testimonios narrative approach to inquiry enabled me to get
information about a population whose voices are rarely heard in social work or in education
research. I discovered that, when study participants shared their stories with me, they felt they
were actually sharing their lived experiences; when they did that, they felt affirmed. The
participants’ voices were firmly put at center. As they spoke, they examined how multiple forms
of oppression intersected in their lives. They grappled with the fact that they’re working with
children and families who have experienced the same impacts surrounding race, language,
ethnicity, and culture (Solórzano & Bernal, 2001; Pérez Huber, 2010). Through the act of
narration, they were able to shift their stories and create new narratives (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000). Those new narratives contributed to the research. The approach employed was optimal
because I wanted to capture the detailed stories of a specific group: bilingual Latinx school social
workers employed by the NYCDOE. My methodology allowed them to share their individual,
personal experiences; explore their various identities; and express how they see themselves
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
Table 3.1 details how I deployed TEA and its components—CRT, LatCrit, and
testimonios—throughout the research design. The table highlights how I positioned the facets of
each, described in Figure 1.
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Table 3.1 Deploying the theoretical framework—TEA—in the research design
Components of

CRT (C)

LatCrit (L)

Testimonios (T)

1. Recruitment of
Participants

When choosing
participants, I was
intentional about
choosing individuals
with differing skin
tones, ensuring I was
not focusing solely
on the experiences of
white-passing Latinx
people.

When choosing
participants, I was
intentional about
choosing Latinx
school social workers
whose heritages
traced to a variety of
Spanish-speaking
countries. I also
recruited Latinx
participants who
could address the
inclusivity of all
gender expressions.

I recruited people
whom I knew, from
personal connections
with them, but I left
room for referrals to
add to the
empowerment and
the transformation.

2. Data Collection

Storytelling, where
they had power over
where it was located

Storytelling, using
whatever means of
communication they
were most
comfortable with, via
translanguaging.

The participants were
encouraged to answer
questions via
storytelling.

3. Interview
Questions

The questions I asked
made assumptions
about institutional
racism’s presence in
education. I asked
specific questions
about how the
participants feel
others perceive them,
as well as how they
perceive themselves.

I asked questions
specific to the study
participants’ use of
language when they
work with their
clients, understanding
that language plays a
critical role in their
positionality.

Most questions
started with the
phrase, “Tell me
about a time
when….” This
encouraged openended storytelling
and narration.

Research Design
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4. Transcript
Processing

The transcribing
company did not
offer Spanishlanguage services. It
read “unintelligible”
when participants
spoke Spanish. Not
settling for that, I
translated the
transcript to make
sure I honored the
participants’ voices.

I listened to each
audio recording of
each participant,
updating and
correcting the
transcript when the
participant spoke
Spanish. I included
all of their words in
the document file.

Because everything
the participants
shared with me was
important, I carefully
read the
modifications I made
to ensure everything
was accurate.

5. Memo Checking

Using memoing
helped me to extract
meaning from what
the participant
shared.

I was able to process
the concepts
presented in the
context of thinking
more deeply about
how the research will
impact the specific
community being
studied. I also
processed the
emotions evoked.

I made notes of the
themes that arose
around oppression
and around
empowerment. I
wanted to center the
participants’
triumphs.

6. Data Analysis

I used close reading
to identify racism and
systems of structural
oppression. I
examined emerging
themes of social
justice, injustices,
racism, and
oppression.

I carefully compared
transcripts, notes, and
memos with each
audio recording so as
to ensure authenticity
and the accuracy of
the Spanish and
colloquial language
participants used.

I examined how the
information provided
could be used to
promote social justice
and enlighten the
public about new
concepts that could
inform social work
practice.

7. Inductive
Approach

With limited research
about the chosen
population, I chose to
use an inductive
approach to develop a
praxis that
practitioners could
use based on the

I used the data in
both English and
Spanish, and
particularly the
community building,
to bring in the
multidimensionality
of the participants.

I wanted the theory
developed to be
rooted in
transforming and
empowering
communities of color.
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participants’
expertise.
8. Coding

9. Credible
Trustworthiness

I chose narratives that
specifically addressed
ways in which
inequities were
addressed, either
directly or indirectly.

I was careful about
translating the
Spanish words in the
coding process. I also
wanted to center
social justice in the
coding process.

When choosing
codes, I selected
those that called to
action and addressed
oppression and
inequities.

I helped highlight the
participants’
experiences by using
additive language, I
and triangulated
information with
memos and audio.

I shared my findings
with colleagues of
color in the field,
drawing on their
similar backgrounds
to triangulate the
data.

I established member
checking to ensure
transcripts conveyed
the information that
participants wanted to
share.

Note: This table outlines the ways in which I operationalized TEA in the methodology. Using
TEA, I explored the participants’ experiences in the context of being culturally responsive. I
integrated three theoretical frameworks—CRT, LatCrit, and testimonios—to guide this study. All
of these theories informed my methodological approach, the study design, the data collection, the
methods of analysis, and the reporting of the findings.
Participants
The City University of New York Graduate Center Institutional Review Board (CUNYIRB) approved all study procedures. I recruited participants from my professional network of
school social workers. My recruitment effort included emailing all school social workers who
supervise social work students at Columbia School of Social Work who I thought might fit the
criteria. The initial email included all the criteria (see Appendix A). If I sent the email and a
candidate replied, then I sent a personalized email to him or her that included the demographic

72

characteristics required to participate in the study, as well as an explanation of the next steps.
That process ensured all participants would meet the established criteria, keeping within the
guidelines outlined to meet a purposeful criterion sampling strategy (Creswell, 2009). Candidates
received an email with a description of the study, along with the consent form (see Appendix B).
Sixteen social workers responded via this method; research participants referred another four to
me. Participants received no compensation.
In this study, I combined a purposeful criterion sampling strategy with snowball
sampling. This was appropriate because candidates were required to meet a specific set of
criteria to be selected as participants (Patton, 1990). Patton (1990) described criterion sampling
as one of the strategies for “purposeful sampling” for “information-rich cases for study in-depth”
(p. 169). I wanted to make sure my sample included bilingual Latinx school social workers who
work in every type of NYCDOE setting—elementary school, middle school, and high school—
as well as in administrative roles. I carefully ensured participants were diverse in their ethnic
backgrounds and skin tones. (See Table 3.1: 1C, 1L, and 1T.) This was important to ensure the
research aligned with key components of the TEA framework—namely, representation and
intentionality. The study also used snowball sampling, as I asked some participants to refer other
candidates with similar characteristics (Creswell, 2007). I interviewed 20 participants: Fourteen
females and six males.
I recruited the sample from among school social workers, all employed by the NYCDOE,
who self-identified as being bilingual Spanish speakers and Latinx. Therefore, this study’s
selection criteria were as follows: 1) self-identification as Latinx or of Hispanic descent, 2)
bilingual Spanish speaker, and 3) employed by the NYCDOE. See Table 3.2 for participant
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information, which includes each individual’s pseudonym, gender, school type, school position,
ethnicity, and duration of employment as a school social worker.

Table 3.2 Participant information
Pseudonym

Gender Type of

Position

Ethnicity

School
Camilo

M

HIS

Years as a
SSW

GSW/IEP Cuban &

Cienfuegos

6

Ecuadorian

Christian

M

E

BTG

Salvadorian

0.5

Christina

F

HIS

College

Dominican

11

Ellie

F

E

GSW/IEP Dominican

16

Gabriela

F

HIS

GSW/IEP Dominican

11

Katie

F

MS

Admin

Dominican

10

Kimberly

F

MS

IEP

Dominican

3

Manolin Ramos

M

HS

IEP

Puerto Rican

4

Marc Anthony

M

HS

Admin

Ecuadorian

14

Maria

F

MS/HS

IEP

Puerto Rican

11
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Millie

F

MS

GSW

Dominican

16

Nairobi

F

MS/HS

GSW/IEP Dominican

16

Pippi

F

E/MS

CSE

Puerto Rican

15

Rosanna

F

MS/HS

GSW

Honduran

13

Sandra

F

E

CSE

Dominican

17

Sasha

F

E

GSW

Puerto Rican

8

Teresa

F

E

BTG

Puerto Rican

12

Tito

M

HS

GSW/IEP Puerto Rican

10

Tony Sanchez

M

E

IEP

Dominican

12

Valentina

F

E

CSE

Puerto Rican

18

Longstocking

Note: This table represents all 20 participants in the study. “E” is for elementary school. “MS” is
for middle school. “HS” is for high school. “IHS” is for international high school. “GSW” is for
general social worker. “IEP” is for mandated counseling social worker. “BTG” is for bridging
the gap social workers who work with children living in shelters or doubled up. “CSE” is the
Committee on Special Education. “College” is for college counselor.
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I did not impose any age requirement or restriction as regards length of time employed.
Also, the school social workers’ respective roles did not have to include any specific description;
all positions were considered. Roles included, but were not limited to, the following: mandated
counselors, guidance counselors, administrators, general counselors, students-in-temporaryhousing social workers, and Committee on Special Education social workers. Table 3.3 shows
the aggregated data regarding the 20 participants whom I recruited and interviewed.

Table 3.3 Aggregated participant data
Category

Frequency

Percentage

Female

14

70%

Male

6

30%

0-5

3

15%

6-10

4

20%

11-15

8

40%

15-20

5

25%

Elementary School

7

35%

Elementary/Middle

1

5%

Middle School

3

15%

Middle/High

3

15%

High School

3

15%

Gender

Years as SSW

Type of School
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International HS

3

15%

Admin

2

10%

Bridging the Gap

2

10%

College Counselor

1

5%

CSE[1]

3

15%

GSSW[2]

3

15%

GSW/IEP[3]

5

25%

IEP[4]

4

25%

Position

Note: This table contains aggregated participant data relevant to the study.

The interview sessions with research participants were not formal meetings; instead, they
were intimate gatherings during which we conversed about their personal and professional lives.
While I sent formal invitations, they responded warmly and expressed enthusiasm and
excitement to “tell all”. From the outset, they wanted to share their testimonios—their
confessionals, testimonials, and stories of injustice—and disclose oppressive and inequitable
practices they have witnessed and experienced. Accordingly, each participant greeted me
warmly. Indeed, because they were aware that I had prior experience as a bilingual Latinx school
social worker—experience similar to their own—a level of intimacy already existed and trust
was already established. They answered each of my questions as if they were delivering schoolpersonnel practices as a news report, using their heartfelt narratives to disclose facts about how
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they executed their roles. Many also used the meetings to vent, inform, and heal, conversing
about how they navigated their personal and professional identities.
By using testimonios as both a theoretical framework and a methodology, I revealed
intersectional injustices that both the participants and their clients experienced. In this regard, my
use of testimonios facilitated a process that enabled healing, empowerment, and advocacy for the
participants. I employed direct quotes to narrate the composite story of the 20 participants who
informed the analysis and subsequent interpretation. My application of CRT, LatCrit, and
testimonios is interwoven throughout the study, and all of them are evident in my analysis.
Data Collection
I used semi-structured, in-depth interviews for this study’s data collection. This method
was optimal for this study because interviews offer the opportunity to glean a wealth of
information, while allowing me to probe and try to go deeper. I designed the questions in a
storytelling format, thus aligning with the CRT, LatCrit, and testimonios theoretical framework.
One of the major benefits of my chosen approach—individual interviews—is that participants
were given an opportunity to express their point of view of their own experiences (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).
According to Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), interviewing is one of the most fundamental
tools in qualitative research. The authors also described an interview as an “attempt to
understand the world from the subject’s point of view, to unfold the meaning of the subject’s
experiences, to uncover their lived world” (p. 1). To develop my interview protocol, I asked
school social worker colleagues in the field to review the protocol, and I modified it accordingly.
They were able to assess the degree to which the items in the interview protocol were fairly
representative of the entire domain the protocol seeks to measure (Taherdoost, 2016).

78

After I screened potential participants to make sure they fit the study’s criteria, I
scheduled an in-person interview. I allowed each participant to determine where his or her
interview would take place. Each participant exercised autonomy in deciding whether I would
conduct the interview at his or her place of employment, in my office, or at a mutually agreed
upon neutral location. (See Table 3.1: 2C, 2L, and 2T, where I highlighted how this aligns with
the TEA framework.) Ten participants chose to be interviewed at their worksites; seven chose to
be interviewed at my office; two chose to be interviewed at a separate location; and one chose to
be interviewed over the phone. I used an interview guide for each interview.
I took proactive steps to protect participant confidentiality during the interviews, which
averaged 45 minutes to one hour in length. I recorded each interview using a password-protected
app on a password-protected iPad. Then, I uploaded each interview to a secure, passwordprotected hard drive. Moreover, to ensure participant confidentiality, we did not use actual names
during the interviews; instead, each participant chose a pseudonym. During the interviews, the
participants’ school affiliations were not mentioned. When they are no longer needed for
analysis, all of the digital audio files, consent forms, transcripts, and researcher interview notes
will be destroyed. However, so as to comply with IRB guidelines, I will retain all data collected
for at least three years.
I obtained written consent from each interviewee, with each participant having signed a
consent form on the day of his or her interview. (There was one exception: A single participant
sent in the consent form via email prior to a phone interview.) The consent form restated the
criteria to participate in the study. In addition to describing the interview protocol, it disclosed to
potential participants that, with their permission, all interviews would be digitally recorded and
transcribed verbatim for data analysis.
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The interview protocol was as follows: We began with demographic questions about each
participant’s personal and professional background. I interspersed interview queries that,
although aimed at answering the research questions, were sufficiently open-ended to allow
participants to share their narratives freely (see Appendix C). Magnusson and Marecek (2015)
suggested that the interviewer should keep the conversation on track by using an interview guide.
They also emphasized that both the conversation and the relationship are asymmetrical. More
specifically, the participant is there to share experiences and information; the interviewer, by
contrast, is there to listen and to facilitate the participant’s responses. As the interviewer, I used
the testimonios as an intentional and political act, bringing to light any indiscretions, helping to
share participants’ perspectives, and trumpeting an urgent call to action (Reyes & Rodríguez,
2012). See Figure 3.1.
To ensure consistency, I asked all participants questions related to the following areas:
social work training, professional identity, and culturally responsive practice/culturally relevant
pedagogy. In addition, I invited the participants to share any additional information they might
deem pertinent to the study. I felt it was important to allow participants to share beyond the
confines of what I specifically asked, thus ensuring that they felt I valued their entire story and,
moreover, that I recognized their experiences as expert knowledge, as per CRT, LatCrit, and
testimonios.
Finally, to ensure I would capture rich data and to clarify the meaning of participants’
responses, I used probing questions meant to prompt enhancement of the responses each
participant gave to the main lines of inquiry. I was careful to keep my lines of questioning openended, I invited the participants to share stories about their experiences, and I liberated the
participants to respond in whatever way they might choose (Magnusson & Marecek, 2015).
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Furthermore, I strove to ask the participants questions that invited them to share stories of how
they used their expertise to inform their practice. I sought to value their experiences while, at the
same time, validating their experiential knowledge.
CRT and LatCrit encouraged me to take the voices of the oppressed and make them the
center of the research; the testimonios challenged what constitutes knowledge and who can
produce it (Brabeck, 2003). This way of thinking guided me in developing the protocol, as I
wanted to enable the participants to share information that, later on, I could pass on as a means of
introducing their world as bilingual Latinx school social workers. After all, that narrative has
never previously been explored. Using the interviews to obtain and share information centering
social justice also ties into CRT. Parker and Lynn (2002) explored the ways in which people of
color’s voices have been undervalued; what’s more, they emphasized interviews as a method of
highlighting members of disenfranchised groups’ voices.
In crafting the interview protocol, I was careful to center the participants’ unique
experiences as social workers of color. The lines of inquiry that I developed assumed that
systemic and institutional racism had been part of the participants’ experiences as practitioners
from a marginalized population. I shaped my questions to try to draw out the participants,
inviting them to share narrative data that could elucidate their collective experiences. As a result,
the participants described institutional structures, practices, and policies and how they served to
perpetuate race- and ethnicity-based education inequalities. Moreover, I asked questions whose
purpose was to glean individuals’ unique experiences. One example is as follows: “Tell me about
a specific time in which you being Latinx or a Spanish speaker was important in your role as a
social worker?” I will present additional insights into the interview questions in the next section.
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Interview Questions
When I prepared the interview guide, I took a phenomenological approach to the matter.
Bevan (2014) emphasized the importance of using open-ended questions developed from the
context of the topic being researched, while also encouraging flexibility with the interview guide.
When taking a phenomenological reduction approach, the researcher is required to abstain from
the use of personal knowledge, theory, or beliefs—to become a perpetual beginner (Bevan,
2014). I put this into practice by asking questions as if I didn’t know about the experiences being
related. Sometimes, judging by the look on the participants’ faces, I perceived their puzzlement
about why I had asked a given question, since they knew I already had prior experience in school
social work. They expected me to document from my experience and not ask them their
perspective of the question. Each time, I continued the interview, not allowing their facial
expressions to deter my approach.
During the interview, I utilized active listening and accepted the natural attitudes of the
participants, as per the structure of phenomenological interviewing (Bevan, 2014). Techniques
for active listening included using nonverbal communication, such as nodding my head,
paraphrasing or restating what they said to ensure clarity, and asking follow-up questions to
encourage them to elaborate on their responses (Weger et al., 2010). Throughout the guide, I
adhered to a method using descriptive/narrative context questions. Most of the questions began
as follows: “Tell me about a time when….” Structuring the questions in this way helped me
guide the discussion with some degree of objectivity.
The testimonios acquired during these interviews, like Bernal et al. (2017) remarked,
were both a product and a process. (See Table 3.1: 3C, 3L, and 3T for information about how I

82

deployed TEA in developing the interview questions.) CRT and LatCrit compelled me to use
each participant’s voice as a valuable source of knowledge, particularly in the stories’ ability to
function as a bridge to merge the participants’ experiences with academia in novel ways (Parker
& Lynn, 2002). In addition, as Bernal and colleagues (2012) pointed out, “when people share
intimate or vulnerable parts of themselves, testimonio pedagogy asks the listeners for openness,
respect, and reflexivity to forge connections between people who otherwise might never coalesce
or build solidarity” (p. 369).
The testimonios centered social transformation, social justice, and cultivation of
community among the participants. During the interviews, I sought to ask questions that would
encourage openness, inviting the participants to share their personal reflections and narratives
specific to their role as a disruptor of systems of inequity and oppression. I asked questions, for
example, about how the interviewees thought others perceived them, as well as how they
perceived themselves in various roles. The participants were on a “verbal journey…of one’s life
experiences with attention to injustices one has suffered and the effect these injustices have had
on one’s life” (Pérez Huber, 2010, p. 3). I strove to ensure this study reflects that.
Transcription Challenges
Soon after I concluded the interviews, I transcribed the recordings, as well as analyzing
and coding the narratives. For every interview, I had memos that I had written about the
interview; reviewing those memos, I used them to triangulate the data. I sent my audio
recordings to Go Transcript—a transcribing service—but, when the company returned the
transcripts, it had excluded the Spanish spoken during the interview. In the transcripts the
company provided, the terms “unintelligible” and “foreign language” stood in place of the
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Spanish that the participants had used. That forced me to go back to the recordings, listen to the
interviews, and add the Spanish language, along with the translation, in the transcripts.
The exercise described above, although time consuming, was important. It affirmed that
the knowledge that the participants shared in Spanish was just as important as—if not more
important than—the knowledge that they shared in English. Testimonios challenged me, as the
researcher, to be mindful not to “otherize” people of color and, thus, indulge the ideologies of
white supremacy (Pérez Huber, 2009). If I had failed to include the portions of the interviews
spoken in Spanish, it would have contributed to inequitable structures, especially in research.
(See Table 1: 4C, 4L, and 4T and how I used TEA when resolving the transcription challenge.)
A related challenge lied in translating the participants’ words for data analysis. As a
researcher, I had to be mindful of how my translations could potentially impact what the
participants had intended to say. Indeed, as always, some phrases cannot translate precisely or
literally from one language to another. As Bernal and associates (2012) explained, when
translating culturally specific knowledge, there is the potential for a change in meaning that, if
the translator is not careful, could have negative implications. In many of the interviews, the
Spanish-language portions contained deeper explanations of a few of the questions. I did my best
to translate the concepts, rather than translating in a literal, verbatim way. Bernal and colleagues
(2012) argued that, when a researcher translates narratives from Spanish to English, the
researcher must be careful not to reproduce language marginalization. Testimonios calls the
researcher to task in giving voice to silences and reclaiming the authority to translate.
I followed the interview guide to keep the interviews flowing and to avoid outside
discussions that would have the potential to get personal. I also made sure that I called each
participant by the pseudonym he or she chose, ensuring each research participant would “remain
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in character.” Field notes played an integral role in the reflexivity of the study. Deggs and
Hernandez (2018) discussed the importance of researchers embracing their positionality in
qualitative research. They posited that qualitative researchers’ ability to understand their
positionality is connected to their interpretation of biases, both implicit and explicit. I examined
my positionality throughout all phases of the study, including during its design, data collection,
data analysis, and reporting. I used the CRT and LatCrit lenses to examine how the testimonies
that the participants shared revealed the ways in which race and racism implicitly and explicitly
affect social structures, practices, and discourses (Yosso, 2005).
When interacting face to face, each participant related to me in a manner that was very
familiar. As is Latinx custom, they kissed me hello on the cheek. Some even asked if they could
reach out to me for mentorship and support after I completed the research. It was incumbent on
me to assert the boundaries between a researcher and a participant. In asserting the boundaries I
was careful not to be rude, but clarify my role for this particular study and left room for
connection when it was completed. Indeed, qualitative researchers must do as much as possible
to limit the possible effects of bias. To diminish the effects of my own possible biases, I
interviewed each participant using the same standard protocol.
Palaganas and colleagues (2017) asserted that, during the research process, we often find
ourselves ruminating on the ways in which our own aspirations, character, values, philosophies,
experiences, belief systems, political commitments, and social identities have shaped our
research. We also ponder how the research might touch, affect, and possibly transform us as
professionals, as researchers, and as people. Upon concluding each interview, I found myself
deep in thought, reflecting about my role in researching school social work, my broader role as a
social-justice agent, and my place in the field of social work practice.
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Multilingual Discourse
In each interview I conducted, each of the participants responded to the guided questions
in both English and Spanish; this is known as translanguaging. García and Wei (2013) defined
“translanguaging” as “the act of languaging between systems that have been described as
separate, and beyond them” (p. 42). It is a way in which multilingual speakers can embrace their
languages while making meaning of other languages and maintaining flexibility and dignity.
Solórzano and Bernal (2001) argued that class and racial oppression do not account for
oppression based on language and, as such, using Spanish as a tool to communicate during the
interviews supported TEA by centering voices we are not accustomed to hearing. After all,
bilingual Latinx social workers’ voices have not been frequently heard in research, particularly
as it relates to NYCDOE schools. Translanguaging is also part of a moral and political act; it
connects the creation of alternative meanings to social action that can be transformative and
contribute to a social-justice agenda (García & Wei, 2013).
Very distinct from terms such as “code-switching” or “code meshing,” translanguaging is
specifically oriented to social justice. It values all language skills equally, working to break
language barriers. It also materially aided the research participants’ comfort, contributing to the
level of intimacy during interviews. In addition, participants’ facility for responding to some
questions increased when they spoke in Spanish. My use of LatCrit as a lens encouraged me to
create space for the participants to use all their language abilities. LatCrit addressed the
multidimensionality of the population, including areas of language, identity, and culture (Mayers
et al., 2020).
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As noted in the previous section, the transcribing company I used did not capture and
translate the Spanish language spoken, as I had assumed it would. I, as the researcher, had to
intervene to make sure the participants’ essential insights, spoken in Spanish, were captured for
this research.
Pre-analysis of Testimonios
As Creswell (2009) suggested, I took copious notes during the interviews, mindful of the
possibility of equipment failure. Avidly taking notes also supported my efforts to identify
emergent themes relevant to the research question. I memoed regularly throughout the study to
help minimize bias by facilitating reflexivity to my experience as the researcher. In order to
avoid imposing my own views about the topics with which this study grapples, I used the memos
to capture my thoughts and impressions during moments of critical thinking and reflection
between interviews and after they concluded. The memos varied widely, ranging from journal
entries involving past experiences of mine that reverberated in the participants’ words, to memos
on my observations about the nature of the schools and environments in which I interviewed the
participants.
Moreover, I memoed about topics such as my thoughts or concerns related to the study,
my thoughts on emerging themes, and coding schemas and coding categories. The memos
included my objective thoughts about participants’ responses to the interview questions. Some of
my thoughts centered on how the social workers’ employer was underutilizing them; in addition,
I considered their perseverance at work, despite numerous obstacles. Finally, I memoed about the
feelings of burn out that I encountered throughout this research journey. The elements of TEA
central to the memoing process are detailed in Table 3.1: 5C, 5L, and 5T.
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It was important for me to take time to reflect on all the interviews—both individually
and collectively—as I wanted to be clear about the story that I had to share. I also wanted to
ensure I was paying close attention to the details of the participants’ narratives, sharing the gifts
and challenges of being a school social worker employed by the NYCDOE. The main feature of
testimonios is the creation of a discourse of solidarity, affirmation, and empowerment (Pérez
Huber, 2009; Reyes & Rodriguez, 2012). Testimonios is more than just storytelling. Indeed, the
participants are asked to tell their stories and make meaning from them (El Ashmawi et al.,
2018). El Ashmawi and colleagues (2018) asserted that the “listener is asked to bear witness to
what has been shared, and to enact solidarity, become an ally to the testimonialista [participants
who agree to share their stories and engage in the process of testimonio] in advocating for social
justice” (p. 5). These sensitizing concepts guided my analysis.
Member Checking
I sent the transcribed interviews to the interviewees for review once. I asked each
interviewee to review and make modifications, and I encouraged each one to add anything he or
she felt was missing from the interview. Only one participant chose to modify some of the details
of his interview.
Data-Analysis Software Used
I used Dedoose (2018) qualitative analytic software to organize the coded interview data,
as well as to analyze and organize the findings. Dedoose enabled me to review, code, and
analyze the data systematically.
Coding
To begin the coding process, I read the transcripts multiple times to identify and highlight
emerging themes that would answer the research question. Because mine is an exploratory study,
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centered on how bilingual Latinx school social workers understand and enact their role as
culturally responsive practitioners, I examined themes of social justice, injustice, racism, and
oppression. I interwove the composite theoretical framework, TEA, throughout the data-analysis
process. CRT and LatCrit being part of the theoretical framework signaled that the research
would examine specific examples of oppression and injustice, as well as how structural systems
further isolate and oppress the Latinx community. (See Table 3.1: 6C, 6L, and 6T.) Through
testimonios, I examined each interview not only individually but also as a collective
representation of bilingual Latinx school social workers employed by the NYCDOE, as well as
the ways they understand and move forward as school social workers given their positionality.
The participants’ knowledge, experiences, and expertise, taken collectively, provided
information that can help transform the field of social work and education. Their contributions
both provided a narrative and produced new knowledge, as the research currently available had
been bereft of their voices.
In my efforts, I used the general inductive approach. Inductive approaches help to support
an understanding of meaning in complex data through the development of summary themes or
categories from the raw data (Thomas, 2003). Thomas (2003) asserted that the outcome from an
inductive analysis is “the development of categories into a framework that summarizes the raw
data and conveys key themes and processes” (pg. 4). He suggested that five key features are at
the core of inductive analysis: 1) label for category: the label carries inherent meanings that may
not reflect the specific features of the category, 2) description of the category: description of the
meaning of the category, including scope and limitations, 3) text or data associated with the
category: associations and perspectives associated with the category, 4) links: each category may
have links or relationships with other categories (i.e., superordinate, parallel, and subordinate
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categories), and 5) type of model in which category is embedded: category system may be
incorporated in a model, theory, or framework (Thomas, 2003).
I purposefully elected to use inductive reasoning given TEA as the theoretical praxis; that
is, the foundation of knowledge comes directly from the participants. CRT and LatCrit work in
combination to defy dominant systems (Franco, 2020). (See Table 3.1: 7C, 7L, and 7T.) As the
researcher, I had the opportunity to deconstruct the Eurocentricity of traditional academic
research by engaging in knowledge production drawing from the power of communities of color
and offering a robust appreciation of these Latinx school social workers’ experiences (Pérez
Huber, 2009).
Once I uploaded all the transcripts to Dedoose and saved them, I read the transcripts
multiple times. A close reading of the text allowed me to identify emerging themes that aligned
with the TEA framework. (See Table 3.1: 8C, 8L, and 8T.) After reading and rereading the
transcripts, as well as considering different meanings the texts might offer, I began to assign
categories. Saldaña (2015) defined a theme as “an extended phrase or sentence that identifies
what a unit of data is about and/or what it means” (p. 199). I highlighted phrases in the
transcripts and assigned labels for new categories. I added text segments to categories that were
relevant. I assigned some texts to multiple categories. As I assigned the text to categories, I
developed a codebook.
The codebook’s initial iteration contained 44 unique codes. I applied these early codes to
segments of data across all 20 transcripts. As I conducted the second round of coding, I
discovered many codes were similar to others, and, thus, I combined them with other categories.
During the first round of coding, I incorporated the efforts of an independent coder to ensure the
reliability of the coding (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). We each coded the same 10 transcripts
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independently, using the codebook for intercoder reliability. We then compared the outcome and
discussed any discrepancies.
According to Pérez Huber (2009), cultural intuition plays a huge role in the research
process when using testimonios as a theoretical and methodological tool. She asserted that it
could assist in leading a continuous and cyclical process of connecting and creating theory,
method, and data analysis. When close reading, one thing became clear: A unique strategy would
have to be undertaken to analyze this data, which had never previously been
captured. Simultaneously, CRT and LatCrit offered a way to decolonize research methodologies
by using storytelling to give voice to “the stories and struggles of emancipation, systemic
violence, oppression, and injustice experienced by People of Color” (Franco, 2020, p. 6). I
decided that I would adopt the grounded theory data analysis approach.
The first phase of my coding simulated what grounded theorists call “open coding”;
specifically, I labeled chunks of data that summarized what I saw happening. I also employed
axial coding to look for relationships between the categories and to assess whether novel themes
emerged (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). After the axial coding, I identified causal conditions,
intervening and contextual categories, strategies, and consequences, otherwise known as the
coding paradigm (Creswell, 2015). It was crucial to develop a theory that would ensure the
participants’ lived experiences and knowledge as members of a marginalized group were
honored, that each story was representative of the collective, and that the work transcended
raising awareness. The data analysis was done as a political and intentional act.
Martinez and colleagues (2017) asserted that testimonio produces valuable data and,
moreover, deconstructs oppressive power structures, decolonizes, and fosters transnational
understanding and solidarity (p. 43). Therefore, for axial coding, I looked for themes centered on
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areas in which, I felt, a transformative impact on school social work could be made. The
intentionality behind the theory is that it would be used as a declaration and statement to speak
for justice and move toward equity both in education and beyond it. As I examined the data, this
came into focus.
In Table 3.4, I demonstrate an example of my coding process. In the transcripts, I looked
for the tenets of testimonio, including the following: 1) elements of political or social urgency
that are relevant to the collective group of participants, 2) a desire for social movement and
change, and 3) a description of how these impacted the way the social workers navigated their
experiences. I also looked for CRT’s and LatCrit’s tenets, playing particular attention to how
change can happen when these theories are applied in the community (Franco, 2020). In Table
4’s first column, the participant, Manolin Ramos, a high school social worker, was clear about
how he feels bilingual social workers are being used to translate for school personnel. In the
open coding, I initially used the code “over-utilized due to language skills.”
As I read the transcripts, I saw that additional participants had talked about being asked to
translate for their coworkers. Indeed, they referenced how it took time away from the work they
were supposed to be doing as school social workers. As the themes began to emerge, I employed
the axial coding of “using languaging/translanguaging.” I wanted to highlight the way that
language’s use is very intentional; it’s even a political act, as the use of language can both benefit
the client and be used to take advantage of the bilingual practitioner. Lastly, for the higher-level
coding, I selected “enacting culturally responsive social work practice.” I wanted to highlight
how language is one way in which a social work practitioner can move toward culturally
responsive practice. This can manifest when working directly with clients or when setting
boundaries around when it is appropriate to translate.
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As I dug into the raw data, I undertook an iterative process, leading to themes and
subsequent subthemes. Then, I reduced the overlap and redundancy among the categories,
leaving about 20. Upon further review, I narrowed it down to the three higher-level categories
that captured the most salient aspects of the themes that the data reflected; those themes, I
assessed, were most important to the research question. Within each category, three
subcategories emerged. For the “Findings” chapter, I identified a school social work praxis that
incorporates a theory or framework of social work practice in schools.
Table 3.4 Coding Schema
Transcript Excerpt

Open

Axial Coding

Coding
“If it’s a straight translation that
doesn’t involve some form of a
crisis, we really shouldn't be the
person that’s involved. That
includes ordering food for takeout.
We should definitely not be
brought in because someone feels
that the person on the other end of
the line did not understand the
orders. There are limits to what it
means to be bilingual.”

Overutilized
due to
language
skills

Higher-Level
Coding

Using
languaging/translanguaging

Enacting
culturally
responsive
social work
practice

Note: This transcript excerpt is from Manolin Ramos, one of the participants.
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Trustworthiness and Credibility
To review the interview protocol, see Appendix C. Each participant answered the same
questions, according to the semi-structured interview guide. The data were triangulated for
trustworthiness, starting with transcribing all interviews from the original recordings, comparing
the transcripts to notes I took during the interview process, and member checking. Within an
objectivist epistemology, asking a participant to check the transcript of his or her interview
potentially enhances the accuracy of the data (Birt et al. 2016). It is also used to validate, verify,
or assess qualitative results’ trustworthiness (Birt et al., 2016). See Appendix D for the member
checking memo.
As noted earlier, to ensure the accuracy of the data, I sent each of the 20 participants the
transcript of their respective interview, transmitting each transcript as a document attached to an
email, de-identified and anonymized. I imposed a deadline by which each participant had to
reply with any edits, questions, or comments. This protocol gave each participant ample
opportunity to review the transcript, check its accuracy, and provide any necessary modifications
or clarifications. Of the 20 participants, just one sent back a modified copy of the transcript. In
my email communications, I indicated that, if I did not hear back from a participant, I would
assume that he or she agreed that the transcript was accurate. By checking in with each
participant after having conducted the interviews, I ensured that my understanding of their
narrative was correct and that the information gleaned was accurate (Kornbluh, 2015).
Pérez Huber (2009) asserted that the purpose of testimonios is to center the knowledge
and experiences of the oppressed. The tenets of CRT and LatCrit also center the knowledge of
the subjugated (Pérez Huber, 2010). Therefore, member checking was critical to this research.
Moreover, I wanted to ensure they were aware that the information they shared would be used
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for research purposes. I strove to make sure each participant had a voice, empowering them to
add anything they might have wanted. Member checking contributes to the legitimacy of
knowledge discussed in the literature (Pérez Huber, 2009). Member checking also gives the
researcher a way to rule out possible misinterpretation of a participant’s meaning. Finally, it
helps to highlight any biases or other misunderstandings that could affect a study’s conclusions
(Maxwell, 2005).
The reliability of coding was protected by using an independent coder and having that
person use the same codebook and code the same segments of the data. I was able to validate the
interview guide by having colleagues in the school social work field who were not part of the
study review it and provide feedback. Their coded segments were compared and reconciled, if
there were any differences. In addition, I debriefed with mentors and peers in the field in order to
triangulate my findings. Furthermore, I was able to triangulate the data using the memos I wrote
during each interview.
Summary
In this chapter, I have described my use of a composite methodological approach that
includes deploying testimonios as a narrative approach in qualitative research. My intention was
to use a composite methodology that would highlight anti-racist and social-justice research
(Pérez Huber, 2009). Testimonios was used to address the disparities in research, in which the
stories of bilingual Latinx school social workers are limited. Furthermore, I discuss how the
theoretical composite framework—TEA—consisting of CRT, LatCrit, and testimonios informed
the collection and analysis of the information shared during the interviews. Integrating these
frameworks encouraged an anti-racist and social-justice agenda with the following areas of
alignment: 1) revealing inequity caused by oppression, 2) disrupting influential Eurocentric
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ideologies, 3) upholding expertise gathered from the lived experiences of people, 4) centering the
power and strength of the collective, 5) determination to achieve racial and social justice, and 6)
researcher positionality (Pérez Huber, 2009). The composite theoretical framework assured that
the participants and their stories were centered in the methodology.
The use of TEA as a theoretical framework offered the ability to examine how varied
forms of oppression can intersect with people of color’s lives, as well as how they manifest in
our daily existence (Pérez Huber, 2010). CRT has its roots in the assumptions that racism exists
and is ingrained in society, social justice is critical to the eradication of racism, and storytelling
and counternarratives are used to counteract racism. In addition, it centers on the ways in which
forms of oppression involving race, class, gender, sexuality, and more manifest in people of
color’s experiences. Complementarily, this study utilized LatCrit to consider the intersectionality
of race and additional issues, such as immigration status and language spoken.
My protocol involved diligently preparing for, and then executing, my data collection and
analysis by arranging and conducting interviews, recording them, transcribing the recordings,
thoroughly reading each of the interviews, utilizing specialized qualitative analytical software,
and coding and analyzing the data. Using the theoretical framework as a guide, I sought common
themes that would best represent the broader picture of bilingual Latinx school social workers’
experiences working in NYCDOE schools. In the following chapters, I will describe the findings.
In the final chapter, I will offer conclusions, suggest implications, and make recommendations.

[1]

Committee on Special Education
General School Social Worker
[3]
General School Social Worker/Individualized Education Plan School Social Worker
[4]
Individualized Education Plan School Social Worker
[2]
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CHAPTER 4: EL ENCUENTRO (“THE ACT OF COMING TOGETHER”)
In this chapter, I will explore the major themes and sub-themes that emerged from my
analysis of the interviews I conducted with the study participants. This chapter’s title, “El
Encuentro,” refers to an intimate meeting. This refers to the fact that, for the participants, our
interviews were not formal meetings to conduct a research study, but, rather, intimate gatherings
to engage in a dialogue about their personal and professional lives. That they shared their stories
with me—someone experienced in the subject I was researching—underscores that the meetings
were ones in which an exchange was taking place.
Using Testimonios En Acción (TEA) as a theoretical framework, I intended to collaborate
with the testimonialistas, or “participants who agree to share their stories and engage in the
process of testimonio” (El Ashmawi et al., 2018, p. 71). The study participants shared their
experiences so they could put forth the lives of those who are from marginalized communities.
The encuentro facilitated an unequivocal political act—one that criticized systemic oppression
and inspired social-justice activism (El Ashmawi et al., 2018). These intimate meetings resulted
in healing and empowerment for, as well as advocacy from, the participants. I employed direct
quotes to narrate the composite story of the 20 participants whose testimony informed the
analysis and subsequent interpretation.
The purpose of the study was to explore how bilingual Latinx school social work
practitioners understood and operationalized their roles. In the previous chapter, I elaborated on
the Testimonio En Acción theoretical framework and how it was deployed in the study. I
explained how and why the study was conducted (see chapter 3). Specifically, in this phase of
the research I used testimonios to explore a cohort of participants employed in the NYCDOE
public schools and their professional experiences as culturally responsive practitioners. I
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endeavored to answer the following research question: How do bilingual Latinx school social
workers who work in NYCDOE schools understand and enact their professional roles as
culturally responsive practitioners?
Based on my analysis of the testimonios, three major themes emerged in response to the
research question: 1) engaging in culturally responsive social work practice (CRSWP), 2)
practicing effective school social work skills, and 3) situating the self. In this chapter, I will
discuss each theme by using the data from the testimonialistas. Table 4.1 displays the major
themes and subthemes, as well as the definition that I used to code the data based on my analysis,
using TEA. Next, as I explain each theme area, I will provide an analysis of the three sub-themes
that emerged from the data for each of the major themes. Last, I will use data from each of the
testimonialistas to weave in all the participants’ stories. In the previous chapter, I explained how
TEA was employed in the data analysis and coding of the testimonios.
Throughout the testimonios presented, each participant shared his/her/their story, and
each had an opportunity to divulge what she/he/they wanted to share about the topic. As the
participants related their experiences, they had occasion to examine more deeply not only their
social work practice but also their overall role within the school community. I learned that, for
many of them, our encounter presented their first opportunity to speak about the entirety of their
role in the school system. I also learned about how they perceive themselves and how they
believe others view them in their school social worker role.
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Table 4.1 Thematic Codes and Sub-Themes
Code

Definition

Inclusion
Criteria

Enacting Culturally
Responsive Social
Work Practice
Subthemes
• Addressing
Institutional &
Structural Issues
• Using Language
&
Translanguagin
g
• Enacting
Cultural
Brokering

Participants describe ways that they are
prioritizing social justice and advocacy while
addressing structural inequity. CRSWP
emphasizes cultural humility, or the
commitment to lifelong reflexivity, selfevaluation, and learning that aims at redressing
the power imbalances inherent in professionals,
clients, the mainstream, and people who have
experienced oppression.

Include any
allusion to any
social work
practice that
centers on
cultural
humility, social
justice, and
anti-oppressive
practices.

Practicing Effective
Participants describe ways of being that
School Social Work
promote effective school social work skills.
Skills
Subthemes
• Fostering
Positive School
Climate
• Enacting Agency
and Authority
• Employing
Appropriate
Clinical Skills

Include any
narrative about
what ways of
being or
specific skills
that school
social workers
have to
exercise to do
the job well.
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Situating the Self
Subthemes
• Reflexivity
• Professional
Use of Self
• Love of the
Work

Participants use a reference to prior life
experiences or professional practices as a
reflection to enhance their social work practice.

Include any
narrative about
personal life
and work
history that has
influenced the
interviewee’s
work.

Note: Inclusion criteria were updated continuously throughout the analysis in an effort to account
for themes identified during the coding process.
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Table 4.2 Thematic Sub-Themes
Subtheme

Definition

Enacting Culturally
Responsive Social
Work Practice
Subthemes
Participants described specific ways
• Addressing
in which they actively interrupted
Institutional &
Structural Issues inequity and racist practices with
school personnel.

•

•

Participant described the way in
Using Language which speaking in Spanish has
positively influenced the
&
Translanguaging relationships and social work
practice with the families, children
or school staff.

Enacting
Cultural
Brokering

Participants described how they
worked with school staff with the
intention of helping them improve
their relationship with their students
and families by better understanding
them and vice versa.

Inclusion Criteria

Include any reference to
how they engaged with the
school community to
disrupt systems of inequity
or oppression.
Include any reference to
children or families feeling
more at ease due to
Spanish being spoken.

Include any reference to
building the bridge from
home to school and vice
versa by relationship
building
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Practicing Effective
School Social Work
Skills
Subthemes
• Fostering
Positive School
Climate

•

•

Enacting
Agency and
Authority

Employing
Appropriate
Clinical Skills

Participants discussed positive
school climate (positive school
climate is the product of a school’s
attention to fostering safety; to
promoting a supportive academic,
disciplinary, and physical
environment; and to encouraging
and maintaining respectful, trusting,
and caring relationships throughout
the school community) or lack
thereof.

Include any narrative about
the participant's thoughts,
opinions and actions
related to the school
climate.

Participants described having to
exert their authority to school staff,
either giving instructions, suggested
strategies or asserting what should
be done . Participants described their
ability to act independently and to
make their own free choices.

Include any narrative
when a social worker had
to assert their role or
remind folks of what their
role is. Include any
allusion to when a social
worker is able to have a
sense of control of their
role within the school.

Participants described ways of being
that promote effective school social
work skills including developing a
rapport with families and students,
collaborating with school staff,
using specific modalities and
interventions including
conceptualizing appropriate cultural
responses.

Include any narrative about
what ways of being or
specific skills that school
social workers have to
exercise to do the job well.
Include any allusion or
reference to rapport
building with students as
an enhancement to their
overall all social work
practice.
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Situating the Self
Subthemes
•

Reflexivity

•

Professional
Use of Self

•

Love of the
Work

Participants described having selfreflection on their own values,
beliefs, biases and experiences to
enhance self-awareness.

Include any narrative about
self-reflection and selfexploration to enhance
their practice.

Participants described the
combination of knowledge, values,
and skills gained through their social
work education along with their
positionality, personality and
culture.

Include any narrative about
how they use their
authentic selves with their
social work skills to work
with their clients.

Participant expressed passion and
love for school social work.

Include any narrative about
how much they enjoy their
jobs.

Note: Inclusion criteria were updated continuously throughout the analysis in an effort to account
for themes identified during the coding process.

Enacting Culturally Responsive Social Work Practice (CRSWP)
All the participants indicated that they enacted Culturally Responsive Social Work
Practice (CRSWP), which, by way of definition, highlights social justice and activism, while also
addressing structural inequities in all categories within social work practice. CRSWP
incorporates cultural sensitivity, which emphasizes the historical context, worldviews,
experiences, norms, beliefs, values, and behaviors of a distinct group, and which integrates their
preferences into social work practice in culturally congruent ways (“Our Dedication to Diversity
and Inclusion,” 2020). CRSWP also emphasizes cultural humility, or a commitment to selfreflection and self-analysis about—and education on—the power imbalance among
professionals, clients, and marginalized populations. The guiding theoretical framework, TEA,
helped interconnect the participants’ voices as they presented a collective account of the
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injustices present in schools and as they testified to how school social workers combat those
injustices by acting. Enacting culturally responsive social work practice includes these three
major sub-themes: addressing institutional and structural issues, enacting cultural brokering, and
using language and translanguaging.
The participants discussed the many ways in which they incorporate cultural sensitivity
and take action to address inequities. Analogous to the ways in which administrators examine
how their staff manage classroom behavior and consider disparities in suspensions, these social
workers seek to enhance the lives of the children in their schools (DeMatthews & Mawhinney,
2014). Each participant also discussed the ways that cultural humility manifests in their social
work practice. The testimonios paint an unequivocal picture: These school social workers enact
CRSWP on a daily basis, and they do so with rigor and tenacity.
Indeed, all the participants disclosed the particular ways in which they actively enact
CRSWP. Those ways include the following: addressing institutional and structural issues,
engaging in cultural brokering, and using language and translanguaging as bridging tools. By
way of examples, many of the participants informed school staff about concerns regarding
negative impacts on children, helped families feel comfortable by prioritizing building
relationships, and used their shared cultural and linguistic resources to support families (Ishimaru
et al., 2016). The testimonialistas were able to examine their roles with intentionality, identifying
efforts to disrupt systems of inequity while, simultaneously, providing culturally relevant
services. The data collected affirms that every one of the participants enacted cultural
responsiveness.
Addressing Institutional and Structural Issues. Addressing institutional and structural
issues pertains to inequities that are part of a broader social system of institutional racism and
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oppression in schools (Kohli et al., 2017). Here, I will present evidence of the testimonialistas
and their attempts to address institutional and structural racism. They discussed incidents in
which the students with whom they worked shared situations and circumstances in which they
experienced marginalization and oppression. To address institutional and structural issues is to
take action to create a different outcome. All the participants affirmed regularly engaging in this
practice.
At least once a month, Christina, a college access social worker at a high school,
addresses institutional and structural issues as part of her role. When I got to Christina’s office
and we began to speak, she referenced the length of time it takes visitors to reach her office,
owing to the security-clearance process. She expressed her view that the students were being
treated as if they were going to prison, not school. Nevertheless, Christina’s office was buzzing
with students who were speaking Spanish and English; she asked them to leave the room.
Christina demonstrated strong familiarity with grappling with institutional and structural issues.
She talked about multiple situations in which she assessed student concerns regarding unfair
treatment by teachers and other school staff, and her efforts to address those issues and advocate
for the students.
In particular, Christina discussed the role that power dynamics play in the conflicts
between teachers and students. In these situations, her focus aligned with the CRT and LatCrit
lenses, which emphasize the need to view policies and practices with cultural and historical
context (Davila & de Bradley, 2010). Talking about her interactions with teachers, Christina
stated, “…[T]he issue of power comes up a lot with teachers and students. Just that power
struggle and how students view teachers, and how teachers view themselves in the relationship
between them and their students.” Christina struggled with how to guide teachers as regards to
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their own overuse of power. According to Christina, teachers have told her, “I’m the authority
figure, and it’s my way or the highway.” Sometimes, however, that doesn’t really work in
establishing a relationship with young adults because, as Christina observed, “…[T]he students
feel like they are powerless and not respected, [and] then it creates conflict in their relationship.”
Christina expressed her strong belief in the importance of training teachers in “cultural
competence [and] cultural responsiveness so that they have a great level of awareness of their
own privileges [and] of their own culture.” That way, they “are aware of how that might impact
young adults and in working with young adults, specifically [people] of color.” Christina attested
to having spent a great deal of time talking with teachers about their roles with students; often,
she has had to intervene on students’ behalf, helping teachers identify how their positionality
affects students. She mentioned some white teachers who would often dismiss their students’
experiences, speaking to them in a derogatory and condescending manner. The theoretical
framework, TEA, was present in Christina’s testimony as she described her experiences with
students and the way she executes her role. TEA calls for looking for ways of humanizing the
struggles of her students by sharing their stories. She cultivated community and she revealed the
injustices in the experiences. In my role as the researcher, I was able to examine race as a social
construction in this narrative and see Christina’s perspective as acknowledging the white
privilege. It was clear to me that Christina was using counter storytelling to use her role as a
social worker to promote social justice with the teachers and students.
Rosanna, a general high school social worker in the Bronx, also talked about power. She
discussed how it comes up as a structural concern and how she has worked to address it. Rosanna
presented multiple scenarios in which she used her role as a culturally responsive practitioner to
address institutional and structural issues—mainly those involving teachers. She said, “So what I
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mean is, I raise power…on a daily basis, and sometimes that doesn’t really work.” Rosanna
explained that interpersonal dynamics between teachers and students can create a situation in
which students feel “powerless and not respected.” And then, “[I]t creates conflict in their
relationship [with the teachers].” She feels that this dynamic is not effective. Her practice has
involved meeting with students and validating their feelings. Rosanna frequently speaks to
teachers regarding the concerns the students express, but she also raises awareness of implicit
bias—an unconscious belief about a group of people—and its impact. Rosanna discussed
scheduling one-on-one sessions with teachers to discuss their behaviors and their comments
toward students, explaining the negative impact they had.
To address institutional and structural issues, one first has to understand that a problem
exists that must be addressed. It is vital for school social workers to be aware of and understand
racism and oppression, as well as their impact. Concomitant with this awareness is an
understanding of school social workers’ importance in addressing issues of discrimination and
inequity (American Council for School Social Work, 2019).
Pippi Longstocking is a social worker on the Committee on Special Education (CSE) in
an elementary and middle school in the Bronx. When presented with this research opportunity,
she was eager to share her experiences with racism and inequities during her time with the
NYCDOE. She talked about how she, at times, has had to stop Individualized Education Plan
(IEP) meetings due to the injustices she witnessed. As one example, Pippi talked about her
experiences working with a white psychologist—a bilingual Spanish speaker—who often used
terms that parents could not understand. “I would see the glazed look on the parents’ faces….
They were not understanding what he was saying. He wasn’t culturally sensitive; he wasn’t
culturally correct.” Pippi would interrupt the meetings whenever parents were not fully grasping
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what was happening. She said, “I couldn’t take it anymore, and I would have to stop the
meeting…to [help them] understand what he just said.”
In one particular instance, this psychologist said a word out of context, leading to a
breakdown in the parent’s understanding. Pippi confronted him during the meeting. He
challenged the correction and went as far as to research the word on Google to confirm that it
was accurate. Two Spanish-speaking school personnel vouched that the word being used was
accurate. Pippi rhetorically asked, “How are you going to tell us how a word is said, spoken,
translated, or anything like that when we are fully bilingual?” This was one of the ways in which
Pippi experienced marginalization. For her, having the opportunity to share this experience and
others was very meaningful. Using testimonios allowed her to share an untold story that
communicated the personal, political, and social reality that her clients and she experience
(Delgado Bernal et al., 2012).
The testimonialistas discussed the fact that a failure to acknowledge the structural
inequities plaguing youth of color would be akin to fragmenting their experiences in a way that
would not only dismantle the student but also contradict the purpose of social work. Indeed,
school social workers’ role goes beyond the scope of fulfilling any job-description mandate. The
testimonios revealed that all the participants lean into their social work roles and grapple with
racism and inequities head on. For all of them, addressing structural and institutional biases has
become a routine part of their role in NYCDOE schools. The theoretical framework, TEA,
created a space to acknowledge the inequities and analyze the concrete ways that the
practitioners, both individually and collectively, deal with them. It allowed for the
testimonialistas to be the experts of their experiences and collectively they were able to share
their challenges to enhance their lives and those of others. As Latinx practitioners, their voices
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were amplified and they were able to share incidents where they enacted social justice for the
children and families they worked with.
One could argue that, within the school environment, social work is the only profession
that requires not only an understanding of structural racism but also the necessary competencies
to address race-related issues. As stated in chapter 2, the social work Code of Ethics specifically
outlines a social worker’s role in this regard. In fact, a report issued by the National Association
of Social Workers stated that the social work profession is expected to “enhance human wellbeing” and should “strive to end…social injustice” (Workers, 2008). The practitioners in this
study described the ways in which they manage situations related to institutional and structural
issues like racism and oppression. In addition, they testified to challenging injustices and
fostering education equity by advocating for and educating parents on processes and their rights.
They use their social work skills to facilitate relationships between groups, and they described
cultivating affirming environments for the students; examples include creating restorative circles
and inviting in outside providers.
In their efforts to address institutional and structural issues, school social workers use
their influence to develop protocols and procedures, as well as to question systemic practices that
infringe on the rights of children and their families. Christina discussed talking to teachers about
questions they should ask themselves before confronting students about being late. Gabriella
discussed disproportional child-welfare reports and her efforts to educate teachers about the
difference between family norms and abuse/neglect. Manolin discussed using his role to
dismantle the school-to-prison pipeline, including his efforts to divert suspensions by employing
conversations and restorative practices. Social workers working in schools must become
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educated about these disparities, identify what has to be modified, and spearhead efforts to make
significant shifts in schools and the juvenile courts (Mallett, 2016).
Additionally, the study participants provided capacity-building and professionaldevelopment opportunities for teachers and school staff, guiding them on appropriate ways to
work with and support the student population. For instance, Theresa discussed educating school
staff on how to work with Puerto Rican families who were coming to New York due to
devastation from Hurricane Maria. Participants also testified to confronting school staff
whenever they learned of acts of inequity. For example, Tito talked about a time he met with a
teacher who spoke to a student disparagingly. Before the mediation meeting, Tito encouraged the
teacher to apologize, offering context as to why it was necessary. As a result of Tito’s
intervention, the teacher did apologize to the student. That story was not unique, though. The
participants described multiple scenarios in which they addressed issues like these to enhance
students’ overall experience. They also shared these situations as a social justice act whereas
race, racism and subordination come into focus and is acted upon.
Enacting Cultural Brokering. In their lived experiences being bilingual Latinx school
social workers, the participants in this study executed their roles as culturally responsive social
work practitioners by being cultural brokers, or nepantleras. The testimonialistas bridged,
linked, and mediated between school personnel, the children, and their families to decrease
misunderstandings and promote change (Jezewski & Sotnik, 2001). Some worked with students
and their families to help them feel empowered; others educated teachers about strategies to
support students and their families. The school social workers actively engaged in cultural
brokering on a daily basis, forming lasting connections and establishing a rapport with students,
their families, and other school staff. As an example of cultural brokering, a few participants
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discussed having to explain different cultures to teachers, thus averting multiple child-welfare
cases being called. They felt as though white teachers were more liable to call in cases when they
were unaware of the family’s culture. Karina discussed that, by highlighting disproportional
suspensions by race, she was able to deconstruct the issue and initiate a dialogue with the
teachers involved.
The mere fact that these school social workers had to support school staff’s
understanding of a family’s cultural background implies that the dominant culture was
considered “the norm” and anything else was considered “other.” As cultural brokers, social
workers must be self-aware, cognizant of their biases and assumptions, and willing to gain an
understanding of the family’s perspective (Lindsay et al., 2014). TEA calls forth looking for
ways the testimonialistas centered their students’ voices and those of their families, and they
honored their stories as new information to learn novel ways to support them (Pérez Huber,
2008). Having to become cultural brokers made white privilege and white dominance
pronounced in the school social worker’s experiences. As such, the narratives shared around this
topic created an uncomfortable dance of having to explain the “othering” of the cultures of the
students and their families. CRT speaks of white privilege and LatCrit speaks of the
intersectionality of language, nationalism and the production of new knowledge, which is what
the testimonialistas experienced. Cultural brokering also became a social justice act, in an effort
to normalize and validate the experiences of the children and families the testimonialistas
worked with.
For Nairobi, being a cultural broker is an everyday occurrence. Nairobi is an IEP social
worker, seeing children who receiving special-education services, and a general social worker,
responsible for seeing students in the general population, serving 6th through 12th grade at a
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school in Washington Heights. She talked about how she works to enact cultural brokering on a
daily basis with students, their families, and teachers.
By way of example, Nairobi recalled a Dominican father who informed the school that he
was taking his son out of school for a month to go to the Dominican Republic. The school staff
asked Nairobi to meet with the father, as he only spoke Spanish and the teacher did not know
how to communicate with him. “Vamos hablar claro [Let’s talk frankly with one another.],” she
said to him. She shared how she spoke to him in a respectful, loving manner. “Tú va de
vacaciones? Tiene una boda? Alguién se murió? Dime la cosa. Somos familia. Vamos hablar
claro [Are you going on vacation? Do you have a wedding? Did someone die? Tell me the real
deal. We are family. Let’s talk frankly with one another.].” The father confided to Nairobi that he
had a family matter to address in the Dominican Republic. With that information, Nairobi was
able to speak to the student’s teacher about makeup assignments.
In that situation, Nairobi nurtured relationships with all of the stakeholders—the student,
the teacher, and, most of all, the father. Nairobi explained that she had to “protect the orgullo
[pride] of the family, making sure that it is not a culture that others look down upon. People need
to know what’s going on, but not at the expense of respect and of the relationship.” By
identifying the particular issue of respect in her work with the father involved, Nairobi’s
testimonio captured her efforts to remedy the injustices families experience in the name of
creating home-school collaborations (Reyes & Rodríguez, 2012).
The participants in this study offered teachers strategies to support the student population.
They also worked with students and their families to help them feel supported. Ellie, an IEP and
general social worker, works in an elementary school in the Bronx. When we met, Ellie was
enthusiastically holding the hand of a smiling boy whose complexion was golden brown. She
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escorted the boy, who appeared to be about six years old, to a classroom as we traveled to her
office. Ellie explained her tireless efforts to support teachers by consulting with them and
developing interventions. She described an incident during which a teacher approached her about
a child whom she wanted out of her classroom, owing to the child’s behavior. Ellie challenged
the teacher, asking her, “Does he know that you’re there to support him? You’re there to spend
time with him and ask him what’s wrong.” She recounted frequently asking teachers to look
deeper into behavioral issues so as to identify what might be going on with the student.
Ellie also talked about her ability to empathize with teachers, given all the administrative
pressures that they face. Ellie explained that part of cultural brokering is to help teachers
understand that equally important as teaching children is tapping into their social-emotional
concerns, especially when they are students of color who are experiencing poverty. Ellie’s
testimonio brought in the CRT component of the TEA framework because it explicated the
inequities in how educators view their students and their concerns (Abrams & Moio, 2009). That
is, most of the teachers at Ellie’s school were white and the students were all students of color
and newly arrived immigrants. Ellie addressed the racism the students experienced especially as
it related to pedagogical practices. Again, here CRT and LatCrit as a lens helped to amplify the
existence of racism in the school and the social justice role Ellie played in supporting her
students. She explained, “[W]e leave one child behind and that’s when I keep on saying, ‘We
have one child behind.’ We can’t leave that one child behind.” When she spoke those words, her
eyes gleamed. Ellie’s passion for her work, and the importance of connecting education to
children’s personal experiences, shone through.
Camilo Cienfuegos offered a different take on cultural brokering than the other
participants did. An IEP and general social worker at an international high school in Manhattan,
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Camilo showed excitement and eagerness to share his experiences as a school social worker. He
talked about ways in which educators should engage in culturally responsive practices. Although
he vigorously supports the students, he also has strong feelings about what a teacher’s role
should be.
According to Camilo, cultural brokering is everyone’s responsibility in the school. He
stated, “If you want to teach them…you want to educate them…it’s because you love them.”
Camilo argued that no one should choose to work in schools unless they are fully invested in the
populations being served; that includes learning about other cultures and making connections
cross-culturally. He asserted, “You should have already had a [cultural] broker before
coming…whatever you needed to get…. You should have known the basics, and you should
have known what is going on…. We got kids that come from all over the world.” It was clear
that, although Camilo plays the role of cultural broker on a daily basis, he also works diligently
with teachers to help them build their own skill sets. Camilo’s pedagogy is such that he could
identify where white-supremacist ideologies exist and engage in authentic confrontation and
vision-driven justice (Lyiscott, 2019). Ultimately, his stance is that, if educators are truly
committed to the young people they serve, then those educators must create trusting spaces that
honor who the young people are and that consider their positionality (Emdin, 2016).
The testimonialistas provided examples of cultural brokering that had to do with power,
race, oppression, and privilege dynamics involving teachers and other school staff. In many
instances in which the study participants enacted cultural brokering, their actions helped enhance
students’ motivation and their sense of dignity. Using their influence and rapport-building skills
with school staff and families, these school social workers strengthened connections and
enhanced communication. By listening and reflecting, they created opportunities for mutual
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discussion. All participants did this in their own way, using approaches specific to individual
families’ needs. I concluded that culturally responsive school social workers serve as cultural
brokers and play a vital role in bridging the racial, cultural, linguistic, and power divides between
schools and families of color (Ishimaru et al., 2016).
Using Language and Translanguaging. Many participants in this study talked about
how important their Spanish language skills are when working with emergent bilinguals and
their families. The term “emergent bilinguals” is used to promote an empowering, strengthsbased, additive perspective, rather than defining school-aged children as being non-English
proficient or limited English proficient (LEP) (García & Kleifgen, 2010). It is also a term that
embraces children’s home language—not just English—thus acknowledging the richness of their
bilingualism. Thus, I use the term “emergent bilinguals” for children whose first language is
Spanish and who are learning English, elsewhere known as English language learners (ELLs) or
LEP students.
Although many of the students with whom they work speak English, the study
participants use translanguaging in their practice. By “translanguaging,” I am referring to a way
in which multilingual speakers can embrace, make meaning of, and integrate multiple languages,
thus maintaining flexibility. Wei (2018) defines translanguaging as, “[A] practice and process—a
practice that involves dynamic and functionally integrated use of different languages and
language varieties, but more importantly a process of knowledge construction that goes beyond
language” (p.15). Distinct from terms such as “code-switching” and “code-meshing,”
translanguaging breaks language barriers because it welcomes the use of all languages people
have in their repertoire. The study participants attested to Spanish and English being used
interchangeably in counseling sessions. Their ability to switch between Spanish and English with
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ease—not having to translate or explain what they were saying—created an instant connection
and a therapeutic alliance: the special, positive bond between client and mental-health provider.
Translanguaging offers a way to embrace a child’s home language and culture by bringing it into
the classroom space. Many marginalized communities have experienced disempowerment on
many levels as their children have progressed through academics. With translanguaging, social
workers and teachers have been able to activate agency and empower parents, who typically
shape their children’s language development. By providing opportunities for translanguaging,
school social workers help students honor and nurture their culture and heritage. In light of that,
the service providers discussed the need for schools to increase their translating and interpreting
services for school staff who are unable to communicate with caregivers easily.
The study participants affirmed that using their Spanish fluency to communicate, as well
as languaging in general, is a huge factor in how they connect with children and their families.
“Languaging” refers to the way in which expressive language is used. The participants found that
being able to speak to students and their families in Spanish facilitated more familiarity, which
made it easier to assert boundaries. Fuchsel (2015) observed that clients who received mentalhealth services in their preferred language of Spanish had better outcomes.
One participant, Maria, an IEP social worker at a middle school/high school in the Bronx,
participated in her interview by phone. She stated that she was in such high demand that she
could not schedule a time for me to visit, nor for her to meet me elsewhere. “[T]he reason I was
late today was because I had crisis situations…. I fell behind,” she said apologetically. During
our call, she talked about her bilingualism’s critical role in building rapport and connections with
her Latinx families. She also noted that many of her students use English and Spanish
interchangeably in their counseling sessions. Maria became very emotional talking about her
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pride in, and her commitment to, the students and their families, especially those who are newly
arrived immigrants.
Maria explained, “[T]here’s a bit of a comfort zone when you speak in your own native
tongue.… The students feel really comfortable talking…. Just getting someone to really
understand and be able to respond in the native tongue [makes a difference].” Herself using
English and Spanish, she further explained, “[I]t’s kind of like—you know those cositas [little
things] or just that warm welcome, that warm hug that you get when you see a fellow Latina?
You get that in a counseling session.” Maria described that using Spanish with her clients,
despite the fact that they knew English, was a method she used to develop trust. And
translanguaging, Maria affirmed, impacted her work.
Millie, a general social worker at a middle school in the Bronx, described a
multidimensional role in her school: providing administrative support to the school in the form of
grant writing, creating programs to increase graduation rates, and other important duties.
Speaking of her bilingualism, she emphasized, “When you translate, you have to also interpret
and break it down for them.” Millie talked about the importance of communicating with families
using language and terminology they can understand. “It’s not just translating [for] them; you
have to be able to explain the content that [the speaker is] trying to convey to them.… ‘This is
what they think.’ ‘What they mean is this….’” Millie alluded to the fact that parents come in
with various education and literacy levels, and schools have had to do a better job making sure
parents understand what their children are learning and experiencing. At her school, Millie
developed systems and procedures to support student learning and parental involvement by
always centering accessibility for the Spanish-speaking families. It was very clear that utilizing
translanguaging empowered her families and her, transforming the power dynamics and focusing
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the learning process on making meaning, enhancing the experience, and developing identity
(Wei, 2018).
Tito, a bilingual, Spanish-speaking male social worker working at a high school in
Manhattan, described his identity as essential to his efforts. Tito, who works as an IEP and
general social worker, met me in a small, secluded room at his school; that way, no one could
interrupt us. Tito emphasized that using his Spanish language skills helps him better
communicate with Latinx students and their families. He described feeling as though he was able
to relate to the students, especially the newly arrived immigrants from Spanish-speaking
countries. Tito described it this way: “I grew up in Puerto Rico. I left at the age of 14, so I feel
like…I still speak in Spanish like a 14-year-old would, even as an adult. I’m able to talk to them
the way they talk.”
Tito described how working in a restaurant for about 10 years helped him be able to
relate to the diverse group of Latinx students with whom he works now. “I worked with a lot of
coworkers that were Mexican and Ecuadorian,” he said. “We have a lot of families from those
types of places, so I’m able to speak to them and say little words here and there.” Using
colloquial Spanish terms to relate to young people has proven highly effective, and it has helped
him build trust with the students. He bragged, “I can speak [like a] Dominican. I can speak [like
a] Mexican. I can speak [like an] Ecuadorian, too. [I’m] sort of a chameleon. I’m able to adapt to
different situations.” Tito examined the way in which whiteness and racism played a role in his
work with his students. Using CRT as a lens allowed the understanding of how Tito centered the
experiences of his students and their families. For example, the use of Spanish was central to
Tito’s connection with his families as was the use of LatCrit, which brings in the
interdisciplinary perspective of the way he uses social work and his knowledge of education to

118

navigate racism. He also shared the injustices experienced by his students and their families that
disrupt genuine equity through testimonios.
For the school social workers in this study, languaging and translanguaging facilitated
building great relationships with clients (Engstrom et al., 2009; Liu, 2013; Oliva, 2017; SmithAdcock et al., 2006). Translanguaging, coupled with culturally relevant pedagogy, is another
form of enacting social justice. Choosing to practice effective school social work skills is also a
form of social justice, and it’s indispensable in providing exceptional services to children and
their families.
Practicing Effective School Social Work Skills
Effective school social work, as the participants identified it, constitutes a combination of
skills across the micro (individual), mezzo (group/community), and macro levels (systemic). The
skills include fostering a positive school climate, enacting agency and authority, and employing
appropriate clinical interventions. Relative to those three dimensions of skills, I found that the
study participants also integrated relationship building with children and their parents/guardians,
practiced patience, and worked to build teachers’ and other school staff members’ capacity for
best practices: advocacy, assessment, crisis management, collaboration, evidence-based practice,
parent engagement, problem-solving, and maintaining multiple roles and responsibilities.
Practicing effective school social work skills includes three major sub-themes: fostering a
positive school climate, enacting agency and authority and employing appropriate clinical skills.
Fostering a Positive School Climate. All the study participants agreed that fostering a
positive school climate is essential. They engage in activities that promote a quality of school life
that facilitates a positive experience for all. They help support school norms, curricula and
pedagogy, organizational structures, and support goals and values that promote an encouraging
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and affirming environment, even in the midst of adversity. They collaborate with other school
staff by navigating interpersonal dynamics to ensure the overall school environment remains
conducive to the children growing and learning.
“School climate” has been defined by the Safe and Supportive Schools Model as
something that “…emphasizes three main dimensions: engagement (strong relationships between
students, teachers, families, and schools, and strong connections between schools and the broader
community); safety (schools and school-related activities where students are safe from violence,
bullying, harassment, and controlled-substance use); and environment (appropriate facilities,
well-managed classrooms, available school-based health supports, and a clear, fair disciplinary
policy” as seen on the Safe Supportive Learning website (http:// safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/).
According to the CRT and LatCrit, within the theoretical framework, TEA, fostering a positive
school climate centers the experiences of students of color and creates spaces of healing,
empowerment, and advocacy. Social workers are also able to use the ecological framework, as
often used in social work, that addresses internal and external systems to help create a positive
school climate and disrupt systems of inequity (Soliman, 2017). The theoretical framework,
TEA, is also concordant with actively pursuing a positive school climate because it’s an
intentional way of creating a child-centered atmosphere that discourages deficit-based thinking.
With CRT, LatCrit and testimonios, as part of the TEA framework, the experiences and
knowledge marginalized communities are magnified. Also, the commitment to social justice
helps create equitable spaces for them as well.
Valentina, a social worker who works in an elementary school, is a social worker on the
Committee of Special Education. She works with the school community to ensure that children
receive appropriate special-education services and adequate interventions before seeking special-
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education services. In her interview, Valentina discussed the advocacy skills she employs on a
regular basis. For example, she spoke about her efforts to avert children from being moved into
more restrictive classroom settings if doing so is unnecessary. In her efforts to maintain a
positive school climate, Valentina has had to work with all stakeholders: teachers,
administrators, and, most importantly, children and their families.
Valentina recalled an incident involving a Spanish-speaking parent who came in to attend
a meeting meant to inform the parent that her child had injured another child. When she arrived,
the school staff member who called the meeting was not available. Since the parent had a
relationship with Valentina, it was she who informed the mom that the teacher was not available
yet. Seeing that the parent was visibly upset, Valentina contacted the administration to inquire
about the meeting. Valentina told the parent, “Come on in. You can take a seat. Don't worry
about it…. I’ll find out what’s going on….” She found out that the staff was running late, and
she was able to help the mom relax. Moreover, Valentina informed the assistant principal (AP)
that her body language during meetings made families feel as though she was disinterested and
not engaged. Valentina told the AP, “You look like you’re angry. I don’t know if you’re aware of
that.”
In that one meeting, Valentina managed many different dynamics to foster a positive
school climate. She deescalated the mom’s anger; she dealt with the AP’s ambivalence; and she
made sure all the stakeholders got what they needed to get from the meeting.
During this meeting, Valentina realized that the AP wanted her to start the meeting and she
fostered positive climate by stating, “ “You set it off because the mom didn’t call the meeting,
you called the meeting. So, come on….” In this instance, Valentina advocated for the mom while
also ensuring all was fair in the meeting. She validated the mom’s efforts to provide services for
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her child while also acknowledging that he still was experiencing challenges in school. Valentina
helped foster a positive school climate by ensuring the mom felt validated, the school provided
support to the family, and the administration expressed its concerns for other children’s safety.
Valentina ensured equitability and fairness. She stated, “The school is calling her constantly,
constantly, constantly…. She’s telling you she’s doing this, and this, and this, and this. It’s tricky
because I have to try to support everyone.”
Valentina talked about the complexity of cultivating relationships with the families, the
teachers, and the school administration as a school-based support team social worker. Her
commitment to social justice adds another layer to her job, but she remains committed. Valentina
is deeply passionate about being an advocate for parents, and she always keeps an eye on the
bigger picture—the systemic ills in society. In that context, she described her role as twofold:
One part is to educate the families on the services available for their children; the other part is to
dissipate boys and girls of color—in particular, Black and Latinx children—disproportionally
being in a more restrictive classroom setting. Bean (2011) discussed Patricia Collins’ Domains of
Power Framework in response to social workers’ role in addressing African American students
disproportionally being in special education. Bean reported that “structural, disciplinary, cultural,
and interpersonal domains of power should be addressed in future research on how social
workers can use transformational resistance to eliminate disproportionality” (p. 373). Valentina
executed each of these areas in her role affirming CRT, LatCrit and testimonios as part of the
theoretical framework, TEA. The intersectionality of the issues the families dealt with, critiquing
deficit based thinking and taking the verbal journey to accentuate these components collectively.
Valentina described using the commonalities and values that many Latinx groups share:
simpatía, or willingness to be agreeable; personalismo, or a desire to relate to and trust people;
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and respeto, or empathy, respect, and intimacy in relationships. In navigating her position as a
social-justice agent, Valentina stated that she constantly negotiated her role and her advocacy
(Ayon & Aisenberg, 2010). She certainly was not the only participant who grappled with
teachers who recommended students for more restrictive special-education settings without
having an adequate reason. Because she found that Latinx families were often ready to surrender
their rights to the teachers, Valentina regularly asserted her authority as a social worker. She
reported that many of the parents were faithful to the profesora, a female teacher in leadership
who commands power and respect in the classroom; meanwhile, they gave basic respect to the
maestro, or classroom teacher. The testimonialistas characterized their role as being one of
connection and having a responsibility to provide the best service to the children and their
families, thus aligning with the theoretical framework of TEA.
Gabriela, an IEP and general social worker at an international high school (IHS) in the
Bronx, described filling her days with activities to help foster a nurturing, encouraging, and
welcoming school environment. I interviewed Gabriela in her office, where the student life was
buzzing and vibrant; indeed, students barged in and out of her office during our interview to pick
up candy for a fundraiser. She talked about her multi-faceted role, saying, “I think, in any New
York City Department of Education school, you don’t follow specifically your guidelines for
your job…. I do a lot of…guidance work.” For Gabriela, working within the confines of a
specific job description simply does not happen. Part of her role includes making sure students
take the appropriate courses and that they are on track to graduate. She described doing anything
and everything to make sure her students graduate. Gabriela also meets with children
individually and in groups for counseling. She recited a very robust list of responsibilities,
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saying, “I do crisis counseling. If it’s an issue [that] a couple’s having—relationship issues—I
meet with them…. I also do lunch duty. So, I do basically everything and anything.”
It brings Gabriela joy to fill in the gaps for her students, most of whom are newly arrived
immigrants from mostly Spanish-speaking countries. Gabriela’s work supporting students, as
well as making sure all stakeholders in the school do their best to support the students, keeps
Gabriela working enthusiastically, as per the theoretical framework, TEA. CRT and LatCrit
focuses on the advancement of social justice to communities who have been subjugated. With
testimonios, Gabriela is able to share the narrative of her students to school staff, creating new
perspectives of her students that focus on their strengths and their important contributions to the
school environment The testimonialistas’ stated ability to work with all stakeholders, in the
multi-layered system of their schools, was consistent with prior research on social workers’
leadership role in fostering a positive school culture (Elswick et al., 2019; Hopson & Lawson,
2011).
For Theresa, her role as a Bridging the Gap (BTG) school social worker in an elementary
school in Brooklyn brings many challenges and opportunities. However, I interviewed Theresa
outside the confines of her school building—specifically, at a Hurricane Maria relief center. At
the time, Theresa was working at the center a few days a month to help support families from
Puerto Rico whom the hurricane had displaced. Other workers relocated us a few times before
we found a quiet location, outside and under a tent. Each time we were moved, I noticed
Theresa’s ease with transitions; she never showed any indication of being perturbed.
When we got to talking about her work, Theresa discussed the multiple layers of her role
in fostering a positive school climate, including communicating with all the service providers for
her clients, both in and out of school. She mentioned the case of a child she was working with
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who informed the teacher that he would be moving out of the shelter he was in. She described
giving the child a little booklet. “Something that they can take with them,” she disclosed. While
providing a small gift is not part of her job, she does it to support the many transitions that so
many of these children must weather. Moreover, since Theresa had a relationship with the
shelter, she called and, according to her recollection, learned, “…[T]he mother has been picking
up the child late—both of them.” To follow up on this student and ensure that his family and he
were receiving the optimum level of support, Theresa checked in with the guidance counselor.
She found out that he had been seeing her “…[B]ecause mom complained that he was being
bullied.”
Theresa sought to coordinate with the guidance counselor and the AP. Theresa told the
AP, “Let’s coordinate. Let’s talk…. You know, when things like this happen, you [have to] let
me know so that I can talk with the parent.” Theresa emphasized that, in order for children to get
the support that they need, the systems in place must coordinate. She stated, “…[I]t’s not about
the children; it’s about the system,” expressing frustration about her experience trying to provide
adequate support in the BTG program.
For the research participants, fostering a positive school climate means advocating for,
providing support for, and holding space for school staff in ways that far exceed typical
expectations of a school social worker; at times, they also have to negotiate boundaries and
policies. They work on building relationships with the children and their guardians, and they
practice patience. They execute capacity-building training and workshops with teachers and
other school staff to cultivate the best ways to support the students and their families, advocate,
assess and handle crises, collaborate with school staff, use evidence-based practice, engage
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parents, solve problems, and work multiple roles. And, in the midst of all that, they have to enact
their agency and authority on a daily basis.
Teasley (2017) suggested that school social workers are skilled at capacity building and
that they can provide leadership in schools by enacting their agency and authority as social
workers. He argued that organizational culture is intimately connected to academic outcomes and
overall school success. School social workers have a key role to play. Iachini and colleagues
(2017) indicated that the school climate 1) has important implications for ensuring less school
violence, aggression, and bullying; 2) serves as a protective factor for learning and personal
development; and 3) has a preventative role in relation to different risks. The theoretical
framework, TEA, allows us to interrogate how systemic and institutional disparities in schools
can be addressed as part of the broader effort to foster a positive school climate.
Gaitan (2012) discussed three types of power-sharing relations between families and
schools—conventional, culturally responsive family-school-community connections, and
empowerment—that affirm the work done by the testimonialistas. Teasley and associates (2012)
found that collaboration among teachers and staff was often perceived to be the primary
facilitator of effective school social work practice. This was clear for many of the study
participants, who shared the tenacity and prowess it takes to collaborate effectively with families,
teachers, and other school staff. In order to collaborate successfully, each of the testimonialistas
were able to acknowledge the challenges of racism in the schools (CRT), commit themselves to
social justice (LatCrit) and they gave voice to the injustice that was being experienced within
their school community (testimonios).
Enacting Agency and Authority. One obstacle that school social workers face is that
not everyone understands their role and purpose in connection to academic goals and outcomes.
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School social work research has clearly documented the complexity and ambiguity of school
social workers’ roles, as defined by school personnel, school staff, and the families (Balli, 2016;
Phillippo et al., 2017; Villarreal Sosa, 2019). All 20 of the study participants discussed a myriad
of ways that they enact their agency and authority as school social workers to help advance the
communities they serve.
All the study participants work in schools that service predominately Latinx and Black
students, but that have mostly white teaching staff. The same holds true for the ranks of social
workers specifically. In fact, according to the Second National School Social Work Survey,
completed in 2014, 82% of the respondents self-identified as white (Kelly et al., 2015). The
study participants have to enact agency and authority so that, within the school community, they
can build awareness of the talents they possess, while also asserting their expertise with the
children and families who lie at the core of the work. They execute their roles as social workers
and as social-justice agents. Constable (2009) discussed the importance of role development
within schools and the opportunities that exist for school social workers, education
administrators, and others. The theoretical framework, TEA, helps raise once-silent voices, while
emphasizing and clarifying the testimonialistas’ role and power as evidenced by the CRT,
LatCrit and testimonios theories. CRT highlights the school social workers focus on counter
storytelling. LatCrit acknowledges the importance of intersectionality and the fight for social
justice. Testimonios emphasizes the intimate conversation they each had with me and its role in
seeking social justice action and a move towards equity.
Tony Sanchez, an IEP social worker at an elementary school in the Bronx, talked about
enacting agency and authority by setting boundaries, especially with his Spanish-speaking
families. To start, Tony made clear that he is able to connect and relate well with all of his
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families, perhaps in large part because he’s able to speak Spanish well. He stated that families
look at him as if to say, “Oh, this guy’s going to help us out…. He understands us.” But Tony
doesn’t hesitate to remind parents about the appropriateness of language and the need for
professionalism. He reminds families of his agency and authority when they use what he called
“colloquial language” with him. He said, “Yes, we have a lot of things in common, but I’m also
the school social worker and I’m a professional. And, yes, we’re both humans—we’re all human
beings—but we’re not the same.” Tony continued, “We all got issues. I got problems, too. I’m
not perfect. But we’re not the same. You have to respect my profession. You have to respect my
rules.”
Tony shared an example of a father who was in a meeting with a teacher and him to
discuss a concern. The father referred to the teacher as “ese tipo [that dude].” Tony recounted,
“And I say back to them, ‘Ese señor’ [that gentleman] or ‘esa persona’ [that person]. If he says
‘ese tiguere’ [that thug], I won’t use that word.” Even though families have given Tony mixed
feedback when he has asserted his role and established boundaries, he recognizes that doing so is
important. That said, Tony shared that, at times, there’s a thin line when setting boundaries and
asserting agency and authority with his Spanish-speaking clients. He realizes that his being of the
same culture and background as them, and being able to speak Spanish, supports the overall
relationship between the families and the schools. Part of the work that bilingual Latinx school
social workers do is facilitating home-school collaboration and making those connections,
especially where disconnections might possibly exist (Broussard, 2003; Building A Culture of
Parent/Community/School Partnership: The Report of The N?YC Public Education Parent &
Community Engagement Project, 2013; León et al., 2011; Smith-Adcock et al., 2006). Research
has demonstrated the importance of building rapport with Latino families using personalismo,
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even while setting appropriate boundaries (Furman et al., 2009; Gutiérrez et al., 2000; Organista,
2009; Santiago-Rivera et al., 2002; Teasley et al., 2017). By using CRT and acknowledging
white privilege whereas English is the most preferred language, the participants used the lens of
LatCrit to examine the importance of Spanish language and equity in experiences. Clients were
engaged more effectively by using testimonios, speaking their native language and revealing
their experiences with oppression. Each story connected with the other as their experiences
mirrored each other. In that same way, the social workers shared that many of their clients
shared similar experiences.
Sandra is a CSE social worker in Manhattan whose work involved four different
elementary schools. I visited her at the one where she said she felt most valued. Sandra makes
her presence known at every school to which she is assigned. She contributes to the conversation
around all children having an equitable education experience. Moreover, she often has to enact
her agency and authority as a school social worker and a social-justice agent.
She mentioned a situation in one of her schools regarding parent-teacher conferences and, in
particular, teachers’ reaction to parents not attending. She explained, “All the teachers were
Caucasian…. And, a lot of times, they were confused as to why, on parent-teacher conference
[dates]…parents did not really come.” Sandra often heard school staff members speak negatively
about parents and their involvement with their children, indicating their belief that “parents don’t
care.” She felt that she “had to interject.” Sandra used her authority as a school social worker to
inform teachers that, given the socio-political context of the children and their families, the
parents may not be able to participate due to work restrictions. She persisted in her efforts to
inform the educators. Sandra recalled, “I explained to them the level of…education in terms of
what jobs they honestly would qualify for. And I had to explain to them that, just because they
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were not able to attend during the day, [it] did not mean that they do not care.” Sandra didn’t
stop there, either. She insisted that the principal schedule parent-teacher conferences in the
evening to accommodate working parents. Even though “…[T]he principal brought it out to…get
more feedback, [and] there was a push back, she actually was able to achieve it.”
Despite Sandra feeling underutilized and disenfranchised at four different schools, she
was committed to enacting her agency and authority in regards to the parent-teacher conferences.
Passionate about her families, Sandra was relentless, ensuring that they had access in a way that
was sensitive to their community needs. Sandra made clear that their voices matter. Like so
many of the testimonialistas, she enacted the TEA theoretical framework - address racism that
permeated the system as in CRT, and sharing stories of the inequity faced and how she
addressed it and gleamed hope for transformation for the betterment of the children and their
families (testimonios and LatCrit).
I interviewed Christian, a Bridging the Gap (BTG) school social worker (for children in
temporary housing) in the Bronx, in my office. For him, enacting agency and authority is a
regular occurrence. He shared an anecdote about his efforts to calm down a parent who was
upset because her daughter had been taken out of one of her favorite classes in order to prepare
for a standardized test. The onsite supervisor had not returned the mother’s calls, but she trusted
Christian. He described speaking to the supervisor and saying, “…[W]e need to have this
meeting now because the mom [is] upset. It has to be done today.” After Christian asserted the
parent’s concerns and need for a meeting, the supervisor took notice. Using his skills as a social
worker, Christian told her, “I know you don’t want to stay late. I don’t want to stay later, either,
on short notice, but…we should have this now. If not, then I suggest you call her, so she knows
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that…you’re now aware and listening to her voice.” The supervisor addressed the concerns at a
meeting later that same day.
Christian also described another incident, when he was being asked to stay with two
kindergartners due to behavior issues. Unfortunately, staying with the children was making him
neglect to see his caseload. He told the principal he was unable to do it anymore, reminding the
principal of his role at the school. Christian sets his boundaries, and he affirmed that he’s
“not…afraid of saying no,” even though he wants to help.
When enacting agency and authority, social workers have to balance advocating for and
empowering the students and their families with asserting to school staff who they are and what
they do. Because school social workers’ roles vary, so, too, does the degree to which they have
to explain their job and delineate the parameters of what they can and cannot do. For instance,
bilingual providers often find themselves translating for colleagues. School social workers enact
their authority by objecting to translating and encouraging school staff to use translating services
instead. This helps to avoid being called upon for tasks they, at times, can find undermining.
When school social workers have to set boundaries with students, their families, and school staff,
it can mean having uncomfortable conversations about what their role is and what their role is
not.
School social workers execute agency when choosing the optimal culturally responsive
interventions for students, their families, and the school community. The participants’
experiences with their Latino families involve respecting their worldviews while negotiating
genuineness and compassion (Furman et al., 2009). The theoretical framework, TEA, ties all of
this together, encompassing the importance of appropriate language (LatCrit), the
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acknowledgment of inequities (CRT) , and the requirement to take ameliorating action
(testimonios).
Employing Appropriate Clinical Skills. Each of the study participants spoke about the
very distinct ways in which they employ appropriate clinical interventions for the children and
families they serve. All the participants discussed working in communities in which mentalhealth services of adequate quality are out of reach for many of the students in their schools.
They talked about long waiting lists and families’ inability to take children to therapy due to
insurance issues or work schedules. Moreover, issues such as isolation due to migration, the
negative impact of acculturation, and a lack of appropriate resources further obstruct Latinx
families’ attempts to access adequate mental-health services (Furman et al., 2009). Thus, for
many of the children with whom the study participants work, if they don’t see a school social
worker, they simply don’t have access to any mental-health services.
It is fortunate, then, that many of the study participants described using evidence-based
practice and adapting it to the population with whom they work. Evidence-based practice is a
process of clear, culturally appropriate, and data-informed practice that uses the best-researched
strategy to address an issue (Franklin & Kelly, 2009). The social workers conduct assessments
and screenings, when appropriate. They also make outside referrals to community-based
organizations and programs. And, because family-centered services are central to Latinx
communities, assessments often include the family. Many study participants discussed how they
organically involve the children’s families as they develop an appropriate care plan. Social
workers’ advocacy for family involvement in school meetings and decisions plays an important,
and related, role. This is consistent with the theoretical framework, TEA, as it demonstrates

132

school social workers’ efforts to identify what’s best for the families, and how they use evidence
to support it.
Marc Anthony, an AP at a small high school in Manhattan, met me at his office. He
shared how he utilizes his social work skills in his administrative role. He explained that his
school has one of the highest graduation rates in New York City for young men of color. Marc
Anthony said one factor contributing to the school’s success is his ability to use his Latinx
identity to connect with the young men and their parents. He shared, “[They see] me [in] a
parental role. And I do have clear boundaries, but I started a boys’ group here.” Marc Anthony
started the boys’ group to address a decline in graduate rates for boys of color in New York City,
and the group is still active. He has also provided a supportive space for his teachers that were
experiencing high levels of stress.
A new initiative and clinical intervention that he has been employing centers on
restorative justice. In a study conducted in four schools in Brooklyn, the key tenets of restorative
justice emerged. The researchers found that restorative-justice practitioners change the school
culture by “(a) recognizing the humanity and individuality of students and educators, (b) making
room for all ‘voices’ and honoring the need for self-determination, (c) offering opportunities to
forgive and repair harm, (d) prioritizing cultural competence and relevance, and (e)
interconnecting efforts for social/racial justice and restorative justice” (Gregory et al., 2016, p.
1). As an intervention, restorative justice centers the theoretical framework, TEA, with the
social-justice act of uplifting voices that wouldn’t otherwise have been heard and redistributing
power. Specifically testimonios allows for the students experiences, knowledge, skills and
abilities to be used to disrupt the many forms of oppression. Students get to be a part of the
engaging with each other and their environment dismantling the social construct of racism and
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whiteness. Marc Anthony added excitedly, “I use my social work skills…. Restorative justice is
all based around social work.”
Marc Anthony has three social workers employed at his school. In addition, he utilizes
his own social work expertise on a regular basis. As a bilingual Latinx AP who is a social
worker, he does not detach from his social work skill set. He explained, “There are so many
things that I do throughout the day that are interconnected, but in different areas. I might just
have to suspend a student who is struggling with identity issues…. [W]e brought mom in, but I
still [might] have to do a suspension because the kid broke a glass and things like that. So, I jump
around in different areas.” In the multiple roles that Marc Anthony plays as an administrator, he
must exercise his skill set as a social worker. He feels that his social work skills wonderfully
support his role as an administrator, helping him to employ appropriate clinical interventions and
support his social workers in doing the same.
Through many of the interviews I conducted, I learned that participants found themselves
negotiating conflicts between their social work training and the families’ values. During my
interview with Maria, the IEP social worker at a middle school/high school in the Bronx, her
recounting of an experience with a religious family and suicidal ideation brought her to tears.
Maria explained that one of her female students was having suicidal ideation. When Maria
attempted to explain to the family what was going on, she encountered some difficulty. “I was
trying to explain to the parent, but the parent was into Santería” [a religion of Yoruba origin that
developed in Cuba among West African descendants]. When Maria explained to the mom that
her daughter was hearing noises, she quoted the mom as saying, “That’s fine…. I’m OK with
that because we believe in Santeria.” In many Latinx families, Santería practices are used in
place of traditional mental-health services.
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Maria shared having had difficulty reconciling what the mom shared with her clinical
training background. The parent told her “…she was aware of that, and [that] her daughter saw
dead people.” Maria showed respect for the family’s spiritual perspective, despite the fact that,
when Maria recommended mental-health services for the daughter, the mom refused. Maria
stated, “I needed to respect her religious beliefs. And, you know, I know very little about
Santería.” Maria shared that, although she is not very familiar with Santería’s details, she knew
that honoring the family’s decision not to move forward with mental-health services was part of
self-determination and enacting CRSWP. Therapeutic supports that consider cultural values,
spirituality, and elements of clients’ traditional belief systems have been shown to be effective
(Rosario & De La Rosa, 2014).
I interviewed Kimberly, an IEP social worker at a middle school in the Bronx, in her
office. When Kimberly works with Spanish-speaking families to try to assess students’ mental
health, she must provide an appropriate intervention despite many families’ lack of knowledge
about mental health and wellness. Kimberly discussed a situation in which she had a student who
was severely depressed. She shared that the mom did not know “the difference between thinking
she’s lazy and just in bed [or] really depressed.” One afternoon, the student approached
Kimberly and did not look well. With tears welling up in her eyes, Kimberly recounted that the
young woman attended school very late and let her know that she did not “…feel OK.” Then, the
student shared with Kimberly that she had almost jumped in front of a car. In fact, the student
“wrote a letter…about what she was thinking or planning on [doing] to kill herself.”
Once Kimberly assessed the girl’s mental-health status, she contacted the mother
immediately. In Spanish, Kimberly expressed a sense of urgency as regards the student’s mentalhealth status. Quoting herself speaking to the mother, Kimberly said, “For her to come and tell
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me that she’s not OK…it’s, like, a big thing.” Kimberly ended the call with the mom by saying,
“We’ll meet you in the hospital.” Kimberly stayed at the hospital with the student until her mom
arrived because she had already built a relationship with the family. For Kimberly, this was a
tough case because “[the] mom was kind of not really understanding…that this was a mentalhealth issue. Not that this child is ‘acting out’ because of something.”
The intervention that Kimberly employed involved careful assessment and utilization of
communication skills. Among Latinx immigrants, a lack of mental-health literacy, coupled with
negative attitudes about mental-health services, impacts service use among adolescents (Dixon
De Silva et al., 2020). The TEA framework empowered Kimberly to advocate for mental-health
support for the young lady, while also ensuring she treaded lightly with the parent and her lack of
knowledge of her daughter’s mental illness. Specifically, LatCrit and CRT invites Kimberly to
look at intersectionality of addressing the student’s mental health needs while addressing the
stigma around mental health services in the Latinx community.
In the current environment, immigrant students are affected by deportation, separation at
the border, and other political conflicts (Villarreal Sosa, 2019). It’s probably not coincidental,
then, that immigrant children are at an increased risk of psychological distress. When dealing
with mental-health issues within these vulnerable populations, the school social workers I
interviewed ensure that they’re mindful of their clients’ cultural, spiritual, and socio-political
contexts when considering what interventions to use. For example, many participants incorporate
the families’ spiritual practices and techniques like aromatherapy, and they modify some
evidence-based practices, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), to suit the population’s
particular needs.
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By employing appropriate clinical interventions, the study participants are able to make
assessments that are accurate. They communicate assessment findings to appropriate parties—
families, teachers, and/or outside service providers—and they pay close attention to
confidentiality. They also identify culturally appropriate interventions for their client population,
modifying interventions when doing so is appropriate. Embracing families’ cultural norms and
nuances goes a long way toward executing effective interventions and collaborating with school
staff. Most importantly, it helps school social workers situate themselves in their daily role
within schools to make a significant impact.
Situating the Self
Self-awareness is an essential aspect of social work practice. School social workers must
be clear about their own biases and feelings vis-à-vis the populations that they serve, including
how their past and present life experiences affect the work that they do daily. Situating the self
includes these three major sub-themes: love for the work, professional use of self, and
reflexivity.
All the study participants exhibited ways in which they embrace each of the components
of situating the self. The majority of participants talked about the way they view themselves and
their experience with acculturation. They also elaborated on the way they view their professional
use of self, as well as how they feel about how others view them. Next, they discussed various
forms of self-care and its importance. They also examined their professionalism and assessed
their skills. The study participants explored their reasons for doing the work, their satisfaction
with the work, and their overall reflexivity of their perceived value in the workplace.
During my interviews with all 20 bilingual Latinx study participants, it became clear that
situating the self encompasses a great deal. Situating the self in social work, according to
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Dewane (2006), is defined as “the combining of knowledge, values, and skills gained in social
work education with aspects of one’s personal self, including personality traits, belief systems,
life experiences, and cultural heritage” (p. 545).
Love for the Work. According to the study participants, situating the self is an integral
component of excellent school social work practice. Many of the participants have dealt with
stressors similar to those that their clients experience, including immigration policies,
acculturation concerns, and conflicting values. Each of them expressed the joy they feel when
they are able to advocate for the families’ needs. They also spoke about ways in which they
create opportunities to make their job as challenging and interesting as possible, so they can use
their social work skill set. Each study participant spoke about his/her/their enthusiasm for
working with all children, but especially for working with the Latinx community. Indeed, they
expressed the love they have for the work they do.
There is little literature in social work specific to the love that social workers might feel
for their clients or the overall responsibilities that social work entails. Freire (2000) declared,
“…[L]ove is an act of courage, not of fear, love is a commitment to others” (p. 89). The way that
the testimonialistas described the love they have for the work they do aligns with the way
Hughes (2018) framed love in social work practice. Hughes defined being loving in social work
practice as follows: “[B]eing deeply mindful of oneself and others and valuing the
interdependency of people and their environments, including social justice and human rights” (p.
204). These social workers feel good about the work they do, even when it is difficult. Most
communicated a belief that their work is part of a higher calling or vocation. Acknowledging that
makes it easier to endure the challenges that arise.
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And, indeed, challenges do arise. Most of the participants discussed difficulties that they,
at times, have endured—namely, inequities in education, policy changes, and other challenges.
Moreover, a notable number of Latinx social workers still experience challenges to advancement,
such as discrimination, subpar healthcare and education, and substandard employment (Calvo,
2018). Nevertheless, even while recognizing that challenges do exist, the study participants
expressed feeling great about their purpose in the role of school social worker. As TEA
emphasizes, despite limitations, the testimonialistas continue to thrive.
Katie is a middle school administrator for the NYCDOE, overseeing counseling support
in NYC. She met me in my office, and I noticed that her smile never wavered for the duration of
the interview. To be sure, Katie’s love for the work shone through, as did her passion and
dedication. “It keeps me going every day,” Katie emphasized. Even so, she acknowledged that
there are certainly some improvements to be made within the NYCDOE. She observed,
“…[P]olicies and systems…[and] organizations sometimes are not set up so…everybody
thrives.” But, like the other study participants, Katie indicated that, despite the challenges, she
enjoys her job. Katie expressed feeling strongly “about having a purpose in life and giving back.
So, social work is that one profession that allows you to do that.” Katie chose social work
because she felt that it was “the most empowering profession, [which] would allow me to help
children and be in a position where I can make a difference—where I can help contribute to
society the best and the most.” Likewise, Valentina expressed that, despite all the obstacles,
“Still, I love it—it’s good.” Loving practice in social work can be challenging for the study
participants, but it’s also rewarding, as they are open to the “…fusion of philosophy, attitude,
and action” (Hughes, 2018, p. 204).
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Returning to Camilo, the high school social worker, his love for working with young
people inspires him to act. Camilo feels strongly about encouraging more Latinx individuals to
work with young people as social workers. For him, representation matters. He expressed his
feeling that, if kids see other Latinx professionals working in schools, they will feel that it is
“awesome.” He explained, “It’s a big deal for kids to see people that they identify with.” Camilo
not only opined that we need more representation in the field but also expressed that, in order for
each of us to feel empowered, “We have to empower the next generation.” He emphasized that
practitioners must “really care about people…. The word ‘agape,’ which is unconditional love….
But you have to love what it is that you do, and you have to love your population.” Hughes
(2018) defined ‘agape’ as follows: “[A] selfless type of love, altruistic and unconditional in
nature, personified by someone helping a stranger and expecting nothing in return” (p. 198).
Camilo believes that the goal of social work should be to “liberate, love and empower”
(Nicotera, 2019, p. 472) The theoretical framework, TEA, underscores Camilo’s call to action to
bring forth the expertise and experiences of practitioners of color (CRT), thereby enhancing
diversity within the social work profession, while also encouraging love for the work. Camilo
was very passionate during our meeting and he made it clear that his intention in meeting with
me was to dismantle how school social work has been viewed. Everything about what he shared
about his experiences was a call to action, drawing me in as not only a listener, but a participant
to the social justice action (testimonios). He wanted to make sure that when I disseminated my
findings that I would be sharing his thoughts about disrupting systems of inequity and oppression
in his work as a school social worker and within the social work profession.
Ellie, the elementary school social worker, characterized her work as more of a vocation
than a job. She said, “I love the kids. The kids inspire me.” For Ellie, having had a bad childhood
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inspired her to be present for the children in ways that people were not present for her. She made
it clear that her love for the kids—not the adults—is her reason for being at her school. “That’s
the only reason why I’m really here,” she confided. “It’s the kids—not the adults. It’s the kids. I
love [the] kids.”
My interview with Sasha, an elementary school social worker who works in the Bronx,
took place in a library in that borough. At the library, we sat across from each other in a large
room filled with tables. Befitting the surroundings, Sasha whispered during her entire interview.
She described her school social work clients with affection, saying, “I love them so much.”
Chuckling, she added, “They wanna come and hang out all the time.” Likewise, Tony, the
elementary school social worker, laughed when he talked about how much he enjoys his work.
“When you get up in the morning, you’re going to have a reason to go to work, [and] not just
monetary.” He continued, “There has to be…a job that you want to do…. Yes, I like it. I really
do. I don’t see myself doing anything [else].”
For all the school social workers in this study, love for the work encompasses having
ways of practicing self-care and connecting with why they became school social workers. In
addition, they work to develop connections in and out of the school building to help cultivate a
network of support. Setting boundaries and gaining clarity about what they enjoy about their role
has further helped them to thrive. Finally, assessing their personal skill sets, gaining training in
areas that needed further development, and nurturing professional relationships all serve to create
joy as they do the work.
Professional Use of Self. When talking about the professional use of self, we are
discussing the way in which school social workers use all of who they are to execute their roles.
Liechty (2018) defined “professional use of self” as follows: “…[T]he ultimate integration of
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practice and theory, embodied in the social worker and enacted in the worker–client relationship”
(p. 151). Liechty’s study suggested that the use of self “…incorporates personal self-qualities
such as openness, self-reflectiveness, attunement to others, commitment, and emotional maturity,
and results in professional capacities such as nurturing the social worker–client relationship,
reflective practice, and practice wisdom” (p. 1). Another definition of “use of self” that accords
with what study participants reported is Deal’s definition, which includes self-awareness, critical
thinking, disciplined use of self, and self-organization (Deal, 1997).
The testimonialistas discussed their positionality as being integral to how they do their
job, as well as being essential to how they built a rapport with school staff, community partners,
and the children and their families. For all the study participants, being of Latinx descent creates
a sense of pride and confidence as they do their work, especially when working with Latinx
children and their families. Participants discussed how certain situations are stressors and evoke
trauma, and they revealed how, when faced with challenges, they manage their stress with selfcare, laughter, and a good sense of humor. Many study participants also specifically mentioned
the roles they play in service of combating negative stereotypes and, thus, enhancing the wellbeing of the Latinx population in their school community. As per the theoretical framework,
TEA, social workers’ use of self can be a radical act of love, healing, and advocacy toward their
clients. The participants shared their authentic voices and centered the love of the people as a
way towards dismantling systems of inequity and oppression (testimonios). By using counter
storytelling they were able to share their perspective of how they actively engage in interrupting
inequity within their roles (CRT and LatCrit).
Returning to Pippi Longstocking, the school social worker at an elementary and middle
school in the Bronx, having witnessed racism helped her situate herself in the work and center
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her professional use of self. Pippi was at a school where she observed multiple instances in
which students were not receiving the services promised to them via their IEPs. In fact, she said,
the school had been “accused of racism…but, somehow, they got away with it. They continued
to be racist….” After a while, Pippi realized that the Latinx and Black students did not have
access to services for their social and emotional needs. She recalled, “What I realized when I first
got there [was] that our kids weren’t being serviced for their social [and] emotional needs. So,
what I did was, I offered my services as a clinician to work with our kids. And when I say, ‘our
kids,’ I mean, you know, our Latino kids.”
Pippi responded to the systemic racism she observed and experienced with her
professional use of self, addressing the issue by way of offering her services to the Latinx
students because of her concern for those young people. Pippi also shared that her background—
having had challenges in school and other past life experiences—has helped her go beyond
typical expectations in her role. She even talked about former students seeking her out to share
their progress with her, confirming they are now on the right path.
Manolin Ramos requested that we meet at a café across the street from his high school to
conduct the interview. Especially as a gay social worker, he considers professional use of self to
be important. Manolin expressed that he shares his positionality and identity so that he can
connect to his clients and help them to feel safe around him. “The appropriate use of self…” he
verbalized. “Although I project when I walk into the room like [a] Latino and a gay man, I’ve
always referred to this as professional social work practice in schools because it is.” Manolin
described all of his identities and background experiences as having led him to the field of social
work. When working with young people in high school, he brings in different perspectives that
might help the students in their development and growth. Manolin referred to the conscious use
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of self as a tool to gain more clarity into young people. The conscious use of self includes a
social worker’s values, attitudes, biases, and belief systems, as well as how they affect the
relationship with the client (Heydt & Sherman, 2005). Manolin was clear about how his
positionality, mainly being a gay Latinx man in a school where there were mostly white staff
(CRT). He knew that speaking Spanish to support his Latinx students and families was essential
to building community and affirming experiences (LatCrit). Lastly, Manolin was transparent
about his personal role and mission as enacting social action with his colleagues at the school
(testimonios).
Offering further clarity as regards the importance of social workers employing
professional use of self, Manolin said, “All these pixels…make…the image more and more clear,
and [they help identify] things that other credentialed and licensed professionals don’t always
see.” When working with high schoolers, Manolin approaches “…from a place of empathy and
understanding first. This is going to build a bridge very quickly. It is going to open other
pathways to healing.”
Manolin spoke extensively about how he uses all of who he is to serve his clients in high
school, including his language abilities. Indeed, it seems clear that for social workers to be their
authentic selves is critical to effective social work practice. Interestingly, though, people can
sometimes misclassify or misunderstand elements of one’s identity, and this can generate offense
on the part of the person whose identity is being denied. Manolin stated, “The use of self in being
Puerto Rican is, like, we all don’t look the same. If you feel that you identify as African
American or you identify as Black, and you see someone that’s light-skinned or dark-skinned
and you automatically have that connection, [then] who are you to judge me as a Puerto Rican
who happens to be light-skinned that’s seasonally very dark?”
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Misunderstandings of identity aside, Manolin, in our meeting, made it clear that he views
his positionality, as well as his ability to use it as a tool to connect with his clients, as being
critical (Organista, 2009). Manolin’s pride for his culture, his profession, and the work
permeated everything he divulged during the interview. He knows that taking the time to connect
with his clients, and even taking time to disclose personal information, can be a strategy to
enhance work with Latinx families (Furman et al., 2009; Negi et al., 2010). Moreover, Manolin
asserted that vulnerability and transparency open up “…a lot of empathy towards others, but
[they] also open up a lot of space for young people to go to me with all of their own
intersectionality and identity in a truly safe space.” Using the theoretical framework, TEA, helps
to empower, heal, and promote advocacy through the acknowledgment that racism exists (CRT),
the cultivation of community (LatCrit) and sharing the stories as a liberatory act (testimonios).
Acculturation is something that has influenced the social workers in many ways. By
“acculturation,” I am referring to the experience by which newly arrived immigrant populations
adjust to the cultural norms and practices of the new country (Concha et al., 2013). Experiences
with acculturation frequently cause stress. Many find themselves trying to maintain continuity
with their own cultural norms, behaviors, and traditions while, at the same time, trying to keep
up with the host culture. Katie, an immigrant from the Dominican Republic, can relate to the
family acculturation concerns that often surface. She observed, “As a young person, you wanna
adopt the American way.” Even when schools attempt to be inclusive with Latinx students and
their families, Katie shared, there is often incongruence between the schools’ expectations of
children and their families and their practices. As an administrator who oversees an entire
borough, she finds herself addressing crises at her schools, with her counselors, and even on a
district level.

145

Katie knows what it’s like to grow up with immigrant parents in the United States. She
understands the dichotomous aspect of that experience. That, in turn, facilitates her ability to be a
highly effective and extremely competent social worker. Identifying with immigrant families of
Latinx descent has created more work for her, though, as she has to spend more time supporting
her Latinx families’ needs, while having limited support in how to navigate service delivery
amid so many varying factors (Liu, 2013; Oliva, 2017; Villarreal Sosa, 2019). Katie has had to
navigate multiple issues related to acculturation, and she attributes her ability to work effectively
within her role to those experiences. Indeed, Katie divulged that she still experiences this
acculturation-related stress, even after being in the United States for decades.
Katie has coped with this stress by way of familismo, which represents the beliefs and
attitudes that operate within the Latinx family system. Intertwined with familismo are the values
of respect (respeto) and trust (confianza). Familismo refers to feelings of loyalty, solidarity, and
reciprocity among family members (Calzada et al., 2013). Katie uses her past experiences to
cultivate a rapport with the children, families, and overall school community that she serves.
With regard to the professional use of self, the service providers in this study assessed
where they were on a number of levels: their personalities, their belief systems, their relational
dynamics, and their anxieties. They also practice self-disclosure. Social work practice with the
Latinx population necessitates thorough self-examination, which includes taking an inventory of
personal worldviews and one’s positionality (Furman et al., 2009). For many, that means doing
some introspective work, perhaps involving going to therapy for healing on personal issues going
back in history. It also frequently involves prayer, meditation, aromatherapy, and all methods of
healing in which the social worker believes; these, too, can help build connections with clients.
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School social workers often must work in challenging situations, and these may cause trauma.
Thus, it’s necessary for school social workers to assess their anxieties as a form of self-care and
to gauge their personal thresholds. Sharing appropriate details about these situations with clients
can help build trust and connection. By implementing these strategies, social workers create an
opportunity for growth among the students and the school staff, and even for themselves.
Reflexivity. Reflexivity is the final—and most vital—piece within school social work
practice for the study participants. Reflexivity is the way in which the school social workers
consider how the work they are engaged in impacts the way they enact their roles. The term has
been defined in many different ways in social work practice. For the purpose of this study,
reflexivity is defined as follows: “[A] critical approach to professional practice that questions
how knowledge is generated and, further, how relations of power influence the process of
knowledge generation” (Gillingham & Melendez, 2005, p. 80). Reflexivity also includes critical
reflexivity. It encourages social workers to “achieve a deeper awareness both of the
sociohistorical reality which shapes their lives and of their capacity to transform that reality”
(Freire, 1970, quoted by Kondrat, 1999, p. 472).
School social workers’ ability to reflect enhances their well-being. Indeed, for the
testimonialistas, self-awareness and reflective practice are key. The study participants talked
about the reflection that they do—on their jobs, on how they engage in their work, on whether
they need professional development to enhance their skills, and on how they will use that
information to improve what they already do. They also examine and reflect on school policies
and the ways in which their knowledge is acknowledged. Having the skill to critically process
situations is pivotal to increasing self-awareness (Arriaza, 2015).
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Sasha, the elementary school social worker who works in the Bronx, frequently spends time
thinking about her upbringing as a Latina from the borough and her feelings of being sheltered.
Indeed, it was not until Sasha was in college that she recalls experiencing racism. “I had to wake
up and realize there is racism that I didn’t realize existed…that there was classism…or because
of [a] certain geographic location.” Because Sasha was from the Bronx, students in her college
did not want to room with her. She embraced and rose above these difficult experiences
“…because [she looks] forward to learning about others as much as [she looks] forward to
teaching others about [her] own culture.” Sasha uses simple conscious awareness—that is, she’s
able to name her perceptions, her feelings and the facets of her behavior (Kondrat, 1999). Sasha
has used her experiences to inform the way in which she engages with and expands her social
networks and her social work practice.
Kimberly, the IEP social worker at a middle school in the Bronx, reflected on the
difficulty she has bringing up conversations about power, racial oppression, and privilege. She
admitted, “It is uncomfortable. I felt like I wasn’t trained enough to be able to facilitate that type
of conversation.” At the time we spoke, she was taking a seminar in field instruction and it was
causing her to reflect on how she has addressed the topics in the past, as well as the ways she can
engage in important conversations in the future. The course caused her to engage in critical
reflection. “I have been exploring what my views are, and what privileges I feel like I have had,
and what disadvantages I feel like I have had,” she reflected. Kimberly confided that she is
“working on herself” in the hopes that she can “have these conversations openly and freely with
staff members within the school.” Of all the study participants, she is the only one who felt that
she was not addressing issues like these, although she gave examples of ways that she has been
engaging in conversations. Evidencing self-reflection, she admitted, “I am not there yet.”
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Gabriela, the IEP and general social worker at an international high school in the Bronx,
reflected that seeing more Latinx individuals and people of color in the social work profession
makes her feel great. She observed that there was once a time when the clients were all of color,
whereas the practitioners were not; however, now, there is a shift. Gabriela expressed, “…[T]he
more people come into these roles, the stronger we feel. Because, in many cases, when I’m
working with teenagers, I can show them what’s possible.” She stressed that she is a reflection of
what can be possible for anyone. Part of affirming that is practicing self-disclosure, sharing her
personal experience of being on public assistance, for example, to encourage them. For Gabriela,
being able to reflect on her growth is a huge part of her professional development. TEA calls for
self-criticism and reflexivity of this kind in social work practice through the examination of the
researcher and participant’s relationship (testimonios) as well as the critiquing of the
commitment to social justice (CRT, LatCrit and testimonios).
Rosanna, the general high school social worker in the Bronx, feels that self-reflection
should be one of the first things practitioners learn to do. “I think that it’s extremely important to
self-reflect,” she affirmed. For Rosanna, it’s important to know “…our stuff, because our stuff—
whatever that is—will seep right into the conversation you’re having with someone, [whether]
consciously or unconsciously.” She added that it’s important to look inward and “…think about,
like, ‘Well, how did this affect me?’” Rosanna’s commitment to self-reflection translates to the
work she does with her social work interns, as well. She asks questions like these: “Why are we
even doing this? How did you get to this point where this is what you decided to do here? How
did you get to social work? What [was] your journey to social work?”
Sometimes, self-reflection can produce conclusions that are undesirable. During my interview
with Sandra, the elementary school social worker, she expressed feeling underutilized, stating,
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“It’s really unfortunate that I cannot feel comfortable using my assets. I feel that I hide a lot of
my assets because of the fact that there is no opportunity to really use [them].” She confided that
she feels undervalued. “It’s like we social workers…we don’t matter. We’re at the bottom. At
least, that’s been my experience.” Valentina echoed similar concerns, stating, “…I feel like
we’re underrepresented. I feel like there is nobody advocating for us, [advocating] on our behalf.
Nobody is saying things like, ‘There is a group of these people here that need some
representation.’”
Some participants underscored the indispensableness of self-care. For example, Christian,
the BTG school social worker who works in the Bronx, opined about how he can reinvigorate
himself. He said, “It’s really about finding your own time and space to [decompress].”
According to Christian, his fellow social workers and he “…take everything. Whether we are the
punching bag for the kids, for the parents, for the staff—we have to take it.” In light of the
pressures of school social work, Christian stressed the importance of practicing mindful activities
to center and ground himself, even if just a bit. He reflected that one of his old supervisors taught
him that lesson, and it’s something he will never forget. In fact, he passes it on to his colleagues
and social work interns. The Workers (2009) proclaimed that self-care is “a core essential
component to social work practice and reflects a choice and commitment to become actively
involved in maintaining one’s effectiveness as a social worker” (p. 269).
Reflexivity is routine practice for the testimonialistas. They make time to think about
their day, their week, and their year, and they explore their areas of strength, areas of growth, and
block areas. In order to enhance their school social work practice, they continually gauge where
they are emotionally, physically, spiritually, and educationally in relation to the work, always
using a culturally responsive lens.
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Summary
In this chapter, I have analyzed and represented the testimonios, telling the collective story of 20
bilingual Latinx school social workers who work in the NYCDOE. We learned how the social
workers understand and enact their professional roles as culturally responsive practitioners by
applying the theoretical framework, Testimonios En Acción (TEA), composed of three
interconnected parts: Critical Race Theory (CRT), Latino/a Critical Theory (LatCrit), and
testimonios. The participants described how racism has affected their students and them. The
conversations also touched on the unique experiences of the Latinx population, such as language
politics and nativism. Lastly, the participants told their stories with the intention of performing a
revolutionary act—namely, making a difference and representing a collective that had not been
spotlighted before.
The study participants engage in CRSWP by addressing institutional and structural
issues, enacting cultural brokering, and using languaging and translanguaging. They also practice
effective school social work skills by fostering a positive school climate, enacting agency and
authority, and employing appropriate clinical interventions. Lastly, they situate the self by
having a love for the work, through their professional use of self, and by engaging in reflexivity.
Each premise builds on the others, all working in tandem to create a call to action to practice
school social work with intentionality, while firmly centering education equity. The themes that
emerged come together to develop the cultural agency school social work framework, Entre Nos.
CRT and LatCrit, integrated with testimonios, allow the exposure of “…racialized structures,
practices, and discourses that maintain and perpetuate educational and racial inequality” (Huber,
2009 p. 642). They also disclose oppressive and inequitable experiences (Huber, 2010). Each of
these areas interconnects, and, as we learned from the testimonios, the testimonialistas use all
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parts of TEA to provide school social work services that disrupt systems of oppression and
inequity.
El Encuentro offered the testimonialistas an opportunity to share their expertise on school
social work in the NYCDOE, interweaving TEA and its interlocked components—CRT, LatCrit,
and testimonios—throughout. In the next chapter, I introduce Entre Nos as a social work praxis
for consideration to be used in schools and beyond.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In this chapter, I summarize the findings that emerged from this study of NYCDOE
bilingual Latinx school social workers’ professional experiences. In the previous two chapters, I
provided a detailed explanation of the methodology of the study and analyzed the testimonios
that the testimonialistas provided. In this chapter, I summarize the findings that emerged from
this study of NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school social workers’ professional experiences. I
discussed three major themes and their related sub-themes, all of which emerged from my
analysis of the participants’ individual and collective narratives. I begin this chapter by providing
an overview of the study, as well as a discussion of TEA, the theoretical framework, and its
influence on Entre Nos Theory and its development. I conclude by discussing the strengths,
limitations, and implications of this study, along with providing recommendations for future
research.
Overview
School social workers grapple with countless complexities as they tackle their work,
including working with multiple stakeholders (e.g., students, their families, school staff). No
matter what particular role a school social worker plays and no matter where he or she is
geographically located, the practitioner must navigate the difficulties of being a social-justice
agent in an education setting. The work becomes even more convoluted for those school social
workers whose identities mirror those of the population they serve—a population of children,
families, teachers, and administrators who themselves might well have experienced
marginalization and oppression.
Schools must attract and retain school social workers who are culturally responsive and
who can navigate the work with sensitivity and awareness that extends to the children they serve
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and radiates out for generations to come. Amid national demographic shifts, with Latinx children
now making up a larger share of enrolled students, there is growing demand for culturally
responsive mental-health services and practitioners. So as best to service the growing Latinx
community, it is incumbent on policymakers and decision-makers to hire and train a larger
number of culturally competent social workers, including and especially Latinx providers.
I conducted this study to explore bilingual Latinx NYCDOE school social workers’
professional experiences in their role as culturally responsive practitioners. The research question
was, “How do bilingual Latinx school social workers who work in NYCDOE schools understand
and enact their professional roles as culturally responsive practitioners?” This study’s findings
provide an understanding of their work experiences; how others who were affected by their
work—namely, students, their families, school staff, and the community—viewed them; and
how they viewed themselves in their capacity as school social workers. In analyzing the data, I
emphasized the study participants’ ability to navigate their personal and professional identities as
bilingual Latinx NYCDOE school social workers. Using the three-pronged theoretical
framework of Testimonios En Acción (TEA), which unites CRT, LatCrit, and testimonios, as this
study’s lens, a social work theory called Entre Nos Theory was developed. The testimonios
methodology, which proposes a narrative analytic approach, guided me in undertaking this study.
Thus Entre Nos Theory is the answer to the research question. Bilingual Latinx school social
workers who work in the NYCDOE understand and enact their professional roles as culturally
responsive practitioners by 1) engaging in culturally responsive social work practice (CRSWP),
2) practicing effective school social work skills, and 3) situating the self.
The study participants were 20 bilingual Latinx NYCDOE school social workers,
representing a diverse range of ethnic backgrounds, experiences, and individual work settings.
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The sample included six self-identified men and 14 self-identified women. The testimonialistas’
ethnicities were as follows: nine Dominicans, seven Puerto Ricans, one El Salvadorian, one
Honduran, one Ecuadorian, and one Cuban and Ecuadorian. Collectively, the study participants
had between two months’ and 18 years’ experience working for the NYCDOE. They work for
the NYCDOE in capacities that include the following: individualized education program (IEP)
social workers, general social workers, college access social workers, and “Bridging the Gap”
social workers, working with students in temporary housing in elementary, middle, and high
schools. Two additional participants are school administrators.
These school social workers work in varied settings, as follows: seven work in
elementary schools; three work in middle schools, three work in both a middle school and a high
school; six work at a high school (of those, three work at an international high school); and one
works in an elementary school and a middle school. I interviewed each, and each one gave his or
her testimonio by answering a series of questions from a protocol. Using TEA as a framework, I
recorded and transcribed the interviews, and I coded and analyzed the data for themes. I learned
that the testimonialistas were especially challenged by the oppressive practices, policies, and
structures of the society in which they work. Entre Nos Theory provides an explanatory theory as
to how bilingual Latinx school social workers activate their roles as culturally responsive
practitioners.
Testimonios En Acción
In Chapter Three, I offered a detailed discussion of the theoretical framework,
“Testimonies in Action” (TEA), that I used throughout this study—for its design, its findings,
and its related analysis. TEA encompasses three distinct theoretical lenses: CRT, LatCrit, and
testimonios. TEA asks the question of how we can take the stories of vulnerability being shared

155

and hold ourselves accountable, taking action to create social movements around the themes that
emerged. In the context of research, TEA challenges the researcher to craft his or her journey
with intentionality, thinking about the entire research process. The hope is that the outcome of
the research will translate to some actionable steps that, ultimately, will amplify historically
marginalized populations’ voices. Utilizing TEA, I critically analyzed the data that my research
produced, taking the stories that the participants shared and creating a foundation for social
justice and change. Figure 5.1 highlights how using TEA in the research process facilitated Entre
Nos Theory’s emergence. This diagram displays how TEA informed Entre Nos and Entre Nos
can also inform TEA. As Entre Nos emerged the components of TEA were heightened in the
design, implementation and analysis of the study.
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Figure 5.1: Testimonios En Acción and Entre Nos Theory

Testimonios En Acción
(TEA)
Theoretical Framework
CRT
LatCrit
Testimonios

Entre Nos Theory
Transcendence
Empowerment
Action

A framework to help
understand the multifaceted
ways in which bilingual
Latinx school social
workers enact their roles as
culturally responsive
practitioners.

Findings
Entre Nos Theory
This research study has two type of findings. One type is a theoretical finding and the
other is an empirical finding. Entre Nos Theory (see Figure 5.2) is a theoretical finding in the
research. The Spanish phrase “entre nos” means “between us.” This expression is often used to
convey a sense of confidentiality and privacy. Entre Nos Theory has three components which are
the empirical findings: 1) enacting culturally responsive social work practice, 2) practicing
effective school social work skills, 3) and situating the self. The three components are based on
the major themes on which this dissertation reports. Moreover, each theme has three sub-themes.
Entre Nos provides an important framework to help us understand the multifaceted ways
in which the testimonialistas activate their role as culturally responsive bilingual Latinx school
social workers. This theory recognizes that, when the social workers negotiate cultural
responsiveness, practice effective school social work skills, and situate themselves in their work,
they empower themselves to execute their role as culturally responsive practitioners successfully.
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Entre Nos can inform school social work practices that helps support NYCDOE students and
those in every other school system. Entre Nos can also support school social workers in their
efforts to reimagine their role within schools. Finally, Entre Nos articulates the complexities and
phenomenological experiences to which the study participants attested.
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Figure 5.2: Entre Nos Theory
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Enacting Culturally Responsive Social Work Practice (ECRSWP)
All participants in the study engaged in culturally responsive social work practice.
Enacting culturally responsive social work practice (ECRSWP) challenges social workers to
examine their roles with intentionality so as to disrupt systems of inequity while, simultaneously,
providing culturally relevant services. The study participants discussed the ways in which they
prioritized social justice and worked to address structural inequality. ECRSWP means not only
encouraging cultural sensitivity and putting forth those values and beliefs, but also incorporating
those into social work practice. Most participants emphasized that they exercise some degree of
cultural humility in ways that include the following: learning about whom they’re working with,
discovering from what cultural background they come, advocating for the children when
necessary, and nurturing effective home/school collaboration.
As seen in Figure 5.2, my analysis revealed that ECRSWP encompasses three subthemes:
1) addressing institutional and structural issues, 2) enacting cultural brokering, and 3) using
language and translanguaging as bridging tools.
Addressing Institutional & Structural Issues
I reported that addressing institutional and structural issues was a critical part of the study
participants’ roles, as aligned with the literature. Many participants discussed how racism and
inequitable practices have contributed to a trajectory of ineffective education for children of
color (Bartz, 2019; Wormeli, 2016; Brooks & Watson, 2019). Addressing institutional and
structural issues pertains to how the participants identify that the inequities they see are part of a
broader social system of institutional racism and oppression. This subtheme takes it a step further
and challenges school social workers to make a conscious decision to do something, confronting
the situation and/or the person with the intention of fostering a different, better outcome.
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In the study, the participants described ways in which they address situations related to
institutional and structural issues, such as systemic racism and oppression. In addition, they
talked about challenging injustices and fostering educational equity. They use their social work
skills to facilitate relationships between groups, as well as to cultivate educationally affirming
environments. They discussed their unique, very personal awareness and understanding of
racism and oppression, as well as the impact those have on all (but especially on the Black and
Latinx students within their schools). This awareness, in part, informs how they engage in
healing practices to address racial traumas their students have perhaps experienced.
It is imperative for school social workers to be aware of the societal context that Latinx
youth inhabit, as well as the trauma many of them have endured either directly or indirectly
(Villarreal Sosa, 2019). It has been posited that school social workers can support Latinx
children for whom power, control, and social empowerment are areas of deficit (Garcia-Reid &
Reid, 2009). This component challenges social workers to “recognize racial and ethnic barriers
within schools and develop strategies to mitigate disparities experienced by students and
cultivate a climate for change” (Garcia-Reid & Reid, 2009, p. 61).
The study participants use their influence to develop better protocols and procedures, and
they ask questions when they observe concerning systemic practices that infringe on the
children’s and their families’ rights. Additionally, they provide capacity-building and
professional-development opportunities for teachers and school staff so as to facilitate
opportunities to educate them about appropriate ways to work with and support the entire student
population. Lastly, the study participants are unafraid to confront fellow members of the staff
when they observe or become aware of inequitable practices. All of these efforts, which are
essential to being social-justice agents, require careful, professional strategies and personal
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reflection and development.
The study participants are aware of what Harper-Dorton and Lantz (1994) posit as
important cross-cultural factors. Harper-Dorton and Lantz identified seven such factors that
apply to social work practice: 1) respect for the client’s worldview; 2) the importance of hope; 3)
helper attractiveness, such as warmth, genuineness, and compassion; 4) techniques designed to
empower clients, enabling them to feel control over their lives and their environment; 5) rites of
initiation, defined as rituals designed to cope with life-stage transitions; 6) cleansing experiences
(that is, rituals designed to eliminate unwanted emotions); and 7) existential realization (that is,
helping a client search for meaning). Most study participants embrace many of the factors
enumerated above. They also actively attempt to create a “diverse and multicultural academic
atmosphere that nurture(s) learning and increase(s) school success” (Joseph et al., 2012, p. 4).
For many participants, working with teachers to support them with respect to how best to address
concerns with families and students, while striving to ameliorate structural and institutional bias,
is a routine part of their role.
Enacting Cultural Brokering
In their lived experience as bilingual Latinx school social workers, the study participants
enact their role as culturally responsive social work practitioners by being cultural brokers, or
nepantleras. Anzaldúa and others (2003) explained what she meant by nepantleras by describing
them as “…supreme border crossers…. They serve as agents of awakening, inspire and challenge
others to deeper awareness, greater conocimeinto [understanding], serve as reminders of each
other’s search for wholeness of being” (p. 19). The participants’ engagement in cultural
brokering calls to mind the ways in which nepantleras operate. Some participants, for example,
work with students and their families on helping them feel empowered; other participants,
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meanwhile, educate teachers on strategies to support those students and their families. These
school social workers actively engage in cultural brokering on a daily basis. As a result, they
form lasting connections, while also establishing and building out a rapport with students, their
families, and school staff members.
Cultural brokering is a method for addressing issues of power, race, and oppression, as
well as privilege dynamics, which naturally arise when working with students, teachers, and
other school staff. The study participants’ influence on, and rapport-building skills with, school
staff members and the students’ families helps to strengthen connections and communication
channels and, thus, enhance the children’s overall school experience. Serving as cultural brokers,
school social workers execute their skills of listening, reflecting, and creating opportunities for
mutual discussion to occur.
Ishimaru and associates (2016) defined cultural brokering as bridging, linking, or
mediating between groups or persons from different cultures. Jezewski (2001) defined the term
as the act of bridging, linking, or mediating between groups or persons of differing cultural
backgrounds for the purpose of reducing conflict or producing change. Cultural brokers’ role is
to “create safe spaces to help families decode the dominant school culture, educate parents about
improving their child’s achievement, connect parents to institutional resources and knowledge,
and advocate for changes to the institution” (Ishimaru et al., 2016, p. 852) . Cultural brokering, in
short, is an essential means of providing support and activating opportunities for enlightenment.
These definitions help to illuminate the study’s findings, as the testimonialistas reported cultural
brokering as being one of the major ways in which they connect with the children and their
families.
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Using Language and Translanguaging
Many study participants talked about how fundamental their use of the Spanish language
is to their work with the students—especially those students who are emergent bilinguals.
(Emergent bilinguals, they described, are Spanish-speaking children whose first language is not
English but who are working on learning English while, at the same time, preserving their
Spanish-language skills.) García and Kleifgen (2010) pointed out that the use of home-language
practices is key to offering emergent bilinguals education excellence and equity. Indeed, to
negate a child’s culture and language would be to damage that child’s overall identity
development.
In the study, the testimonialistas discussed embracing all of the language abilities their
students and families bring to the social worker–client alliance. Indeed, school social workers
must work with teachers to help them support and embrace all of their students’ language
abilities. The study participants perceived translanguaging, defined as…, coupled with culturally
relevant pedagogy and multicultural education, as a form of social justice. Practicing effective
school social work skills is another form of social justice, as it is critical to providing exceptional
services to children and their families.
The participants shared that, although many of their students speak English, they
nonetheless use translanguaging in their practice—more specifically, the school social workers
use English and Spanish interchangeably when in counseling sessions. Their ability to go from
English to Spanish with ease, not having to translate or explain what they were saying, creates an
instant connection and therapeutic alliance, they reported. Translanguaging offers a way to
embrace the child’s home language (and, indeed, cultural background) by bringing it into the
academic space. Translanguaging also gives agency and power to parents in relation to their
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children’s learning experiences. The study participants expressed that the parents’ efforts to
shape their children’s language development should contribute to their classroom experience in a
way that makes sense to parents and teachers alike. By providing opportunities for
translanguaging, school social workers help their students honor and celebrate their culture and
heritage.
The study participants identified languaging as a huge factor in how they connect with
the children and their families. They noted that speaking Spanish to the students and their
families created an artificial level of familiarity such that, at times, the social workers have to set
clear boundaries to maintain continuous professionalism. They attested to sharing these strategies
with the teachers, as well. The ways in which they provide support of this kind are consistent
with the tenets I presented in a Translanguaging Home Success Guide: 1) Teacher SelfAwareness; 2) Communication Tools; 3) Classroom Environment; 4) Access to Supportive
Services (Bautista-Thomas, 2015).
In summary, translanguaging, coupled with culturally relevant pedagogy and
multicultural education, is another means by which school social workers can strive for social
justice and education equity.
Practicing Effective School Social Work Skills
The next component of Entre Nos Theory centers on practicing effective school social
work skills. According to the study participants, if one is to practice effective school social work,
one must combine skills across the micro, mezzo, and macro levels. Those skills include making
assessments, implementing interventions, facilitating interdisciplinary leadership, and
collaborating (Workers, 2012). Within the overarching theme of practicing effective school
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social work skills, this study identified three sub-themes: fostering positive school climate,
enacting agency and authority, and employing appropriate clinical interventions.
Fostering Positive School Climate
The study participants deemed fostering a positive school climate essential, and they
recognized that doing so affects all members of the school community. A positive school climate
can be judged based on several metrics, one of which is engagement—namely, building strong
relationships between students, teachers, and families, while also facilitating strong connections
between schools and the broader community. Another metric is safety, which entails
collaborating with staff to ensure that the academic environment is safe from violence, bullying,
harassment, and the use of controlled substances. Social workers also spend time cultivating a
positive climate by advocating for appropriate surroundings, well-managed classrooms, schoolbased health supports, and fair disciplinary policies (Diamanti et al., 2018). The study
participants work toward these goals in executing their role, fostering a positive school climate
even when, at times, they face adversity working with school administrators and other staff
members.
In the study, the social workers reported how they advocate for, provide support to, and
hold space for school staff in ways that supersede expectations of them as school social workers.
They negotiate boundaries and policies. They work on building relationships with the children
and their families. The testimonialistas also conduct capacity-building workshops with teachers
and other school staff, inculcating their expertise in the best ways to support students and their
families. They engage in advocacy for the rights of the children, and they assess and manage
crises. In sum, the school social workers collaborate with school staff to ensure that the children
receive the best level of care.
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In navigating their role as agents of social justice, the school social workers use
common cultural values that many Latinx groups share. Those include the following: simpatía,
or a willingness to be agreeable; personalismo, or a desire to relate to and trust other people; and
respeto, or empathy, respect, and intimacy in relationships. In the midst of all that, however, the
social workers absolutely have to enact their agency and authority, as their role is not always
appropriately valued.
Enacting Agency and Authority
Most of the study participants explained that a major obstacle they face is a lack of
understanding of the role they play and their purpose in the context of academic goals and
improved scholastic outcomes. Thus, all the participants were prepared to discuss a myriad of
ways in which they enact their agency and authority as school social workers, thus helping to
advance the student community they serve. By enacting their agency and authority, they increase
the school community’s awareness of their important role.
Being able to act independently as a social worker—one who makes decisions based on
social work core values—is essential to embodying the dual roles that the participants play:
social worker and social-justice agent. These data confirm that school social workers are skilled
in capacity building, and they provide leadership in schools by enacting their agency and
authority. This finding receives support from Teasley (2017), who argues that organizational
culture is intimately connected with academic outcomes and overall school success. This study
demonstrates that social workers facilitate that success.
Participants cited how they have to find effective ways to negotiate a challenging
balancing act: advocating for and empowering the students and their families while, at the same
time, asserting to other school staff members who they are and what they do. The social workers’
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roles vary from school to school; likewise, so, too, does the extent to which they have to explain
their function within the school building and the parameters of their work. According to the
study participants, this problem is especially vexing for bilingual Latinx school social workers,
who are often called upon to translate for monolingual, English-speaking colleagues to address
concerns that otherwise would be directly addressed by school social workers themselves
(Engstrom & Min, 2004).
The school social workers described enacting their authority by encouraging school staff
to use translation services, and by objecting to being asked to translate. This helped them avoid
being further called upon to complete tasks they found, at times, to undermine them. When
carefully setting boundaries with students and their families, as well as with school staff, social
workers sometimes have to have uncomfortable conversations about what their role is and isn’t.
However, this is a great way to ensure that the social worker’s role is not abused, and to facilitate
clients getting quality care that isn’t compromised by overwhelming and unrealistic expectations.
School social workers execute their agency when they choose optimal, culturally
responsive clinical interventions for students, students’ families, and the whole school
community. In a practice mixed-method study, Teasley and others (2012) found that
collaboration between teachers and staff was often perceived to be the primary facilitator of
effective school social work practice.
Employing Appropriate Clinical Interventions
In this study, each participant spoke about the distinct ways in which they employ
appropriate clinical interventions with the children and families they serve. All the participants
discussed working in communities in which adequate mental-health services are often out of
reach for their students. They talked about long waiting lists, as well as families’ inability to take
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children to therapy due to a lack of insurance or because of work schedules. For many of the
children with whom the participants work, without the social workers themselves, the children
would not have any access to mental-health services.
The study highlighted numerous skills for effective school social work; among them are
the ability to cultivate relationships with students, families, and school staff; the capacity to
collaborate with school personnel; and the ability to use evidence-based practice. Many social
workers use evidence-based practices but adapt them better to suit their populations. The
participants conduct assessments and early screenings when appropriate, and, whenever possible,
they make outside referrals to community-based organizations and programs. Moreover, they try
to include families in the assessment and intervention process, part of what was described as
family-centered services. This is central to Latinx communities. Many of the study participants
discussed how they organically involve family members in the children’s care plans. Advocating
for the family’s involvement in school meetings and decision-making also plays a major role.
The interviewees expressed that it is very important that they make accurate assessments.
They also must be able to communicate assessment findings to appropriate parties (e.g., families,
teachers, and/or outside service providers), paying close attention to confidentiality. In addition,
a school social worker must be able to identify culturally appropriate interventions for their client
population, which sometimes means modifying interventions as appropriate. Embracing
families’ cultural norms and nuances goes a long way toward executing interventions and
collaborating with school staff. Most important is the ability for school social workers to situate
themselves in their daily role within schools so as to make a significant impact.
Sadly, many students right now are affected, either directly or indirectly, by deportation,
separation policies at the border, and other political conflicts. Immigrant children are at an
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increased risk of psychological distress. Many of the participants discussed the challenges they
see when working with the students and their families, including trauma, family discord related
to the migration process, poverty, adjustment to new cultural norms, difficulty learning a new
language, having to deal with immigration laws, and having to develop a support system (PaganRivera, 2014). Often, the participants find themselves negotiating conflicts between their social
work training and the values of the families that they serve. The social workers ensure that they
are mindful of their clients’ cultural, spiritual, and sociopolitical contexts as they carefully
consider what interventions would be best to use.
It is crucial that social workers use culturally competent social work practices that are
designed to empower clients and, thus, enable them to feel control over their lives, as opposed to
making them feel oppressed (Furman et al., 2009b). For example, many participants incorporate
things like spiritual practices and aromatherapy, which resonate with the families, while also
modifying some evidence-based practices to suit the population’s needs.
Situating the Self
The study participants spent a significant amount of time during the interviews discussing
the ways in which they situate themselves in their roles as school social workers, which
represents the third leg of Entre Nos Theory. Indeed, this study indicates that self-awareness is
an essential aspect of school social work practice. School social workers must be clear about
their own biases and feelings vis-à-vis the population they serve, including how their past and
present life experiences affect the work that they do daily.
All of the study participants embrace each of the three sub-themes within situating the
self: 1) love for the work, 2) professional use of self, and 3) reflexivity. The participants reflected
deeply on these themes and discussed how they manifest in their lives. Part of it is having the
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ability to recognize the thoughts, beliefs, emotions, personality traits, personal values, habits,
biases, strengths, weaknesses, and psychological needs that drive their behavior (Kaushik, 2017).
Another element is taking the knowledge, values, and skills gained in social work education and
uniting them with aspects of the personal self, including personality traits, belief systems, life
experiences, and cultural heritage (Dewane, 2006). These sub-themes are also inclusive of, but
not limited to, social workers’ view of themselves and their experience with acculturation; the
professional use of self and how they feel about how others view them; their practice of selfcare; their critique of their own skills and abilities; their confidence in themselves as
professionals; their reasons for doing the work; their satisfaction with the work; and their overall
reflexivity as regards their perceived value in the workplace.
Love for the Work
Stamm (2019) defined compassion satisfaction as the pleasure a person derives from
being able to do his or her work, or that person’s love for the work she or she does. For most of
the study participants, a love for and an enjoyment of what they do as school social workers is
ubiquitous. Kaushik (2017) asserted that the lives of social workers who have known their true
selves demonstrates their compassion and love for all beings remains unwavering in all
circumstances. Many of the study participants have dealt with stressors that are similar to those
that affect their clients, including immigration policies, concerns about acculturation, and
conflicts among values. During our interviews, they discussed being able to navigate their own
emotions and others’ emotions so as to problem solve effectively; that process plays a role in the
love for the work to which they attested.
They also talked about having the ability to “do what they had to do” and work
autonomously; it turns out that is another factor in them loving their jobs. Each of the
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participants talked about the joy they feel when they are able to advocate for a family’s needs.
They also spoke about the ways in which they create opportunities to use their skill set to make
their job as challenging and interesting as possible, without ever compromising the work. Social
workers’ ability to be autonomous in their role and their overall job satisfaction were consistent
with past studies that emphasized increased productivity as an outcome (Saragih, 2015).
The participants believe that it’s paramount to practice self-care and connect with why
they became a school social worker in the first place. Moreover, it’s essential to develop
connections in and out of the school building, cultivating a network of support should the need
for that support ever arise. If social workers are to thrive in their setting, it’s also important to set
boundaries and have clarity about what aspects of their role they enjoy. Finally, when social
workers assess their personal skill set and, what’s more, gain training in areas that require
development, while also nurturing their professional relationships, they are able to create joy and
healing even as they work hard.
Every study participant spoke about their enthusiasm about their work, especially with
the children. They also talked about how their work ties into a higher calling or vocation, and
that fact makes it easier to endure the challenges that the work presents. It is imperative to note
that, although most of the participants did discuss enduring significant challenges at times—for
example, space issues, policy changes, and inequities in education—they still feel great about
their role and purpose as school social workers. The compassion satisfaction that the participants
expressed in this study is consistent with past studies, which highlighted emotional intelligence,
work autonomy, and establishing a work-life balance (Bae et al., 2019)
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Professional Use of Self
When referencing the professional use of self, we are discussing the ways in which
school social workers use all of who they are to execute their roles. Dewane (2006) defined the
professional use of self as including the use of personality, use of belief system, use of relational
dynamics, use of anxiety, and use of self-disclosure. For all the study participants, being of
Latinx descent creates a sense of pride and confidence in their work; that is especially true when
working with Latinx children and their families. Each participant discussed his or her
positionality as being integral to how each of them does the job; moreover, positionality is
essential in how social workers build rapport with school staff members, community partners,
and the children and their families. The participants discussed how certain situations evoke
stressors and trauma, but how they manage their stress by means of self-care, laughter, and
having a good sense of humor about the challenges.
The school social workers I interviewed stated that they must assess where they are in
terms of their use of personality, belief system, relational dynamics, anxiety, and self-disclosure.
That might mean doing some introspective work, perhaps involving going to therapy for healing
of personal issues in one’s own history. It might also involve using prayer, meditation,
aromatherapy, and all other methods of healing in which the school social worker believes. This
can also be a means of cultivating connections with clients. It’s important for school social
workers to assess their own anxieties as a form of self-care; moreover, it’s a prerequisite for
gauging one’s threshold for working in challenging situations that have the potential to cause
trauma. When a social worker shares appropriate details about a situation with a client, it can
help build trust and connection. When all of the above is thought through and implemented, it
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creates an opportunity for growth—not only for the students and the school staff, but also for the
school social worker himself or herself.
For most study participants, issues of acculturation arose—in particular, as it relates to
their personal upbringing and its effect on their current role. Acculturation has been defined as
the changes experienced by an individual as a result of being in contact with other cultures
(Furman et al., 2009). Each participant discussed the ways in which their professional practice
warrants tapping into their personal narrative so as to build a bridge to clients and their families,
helping them relate and building empathy. Bekteshi et al. (2017) discussed acculturative stress as
being related to the struggle to reconcile the culture of one’s country of origin and with the host
culture. That stress includes trying to maintain continuity with one’s own cultural norms,
behavior, and traditions while, at the same time, attempting to keep up with the host culture. The
way in which the study participants deal with stress like this is by way of familismo. “Familismo
is a cultural attitude that places the interests of the family over the individual, representing a
coping mechanism for Latino families in addressing acculturative stress” (Burgos, 2002). Each
of the social workers talked about how that connection helps ameliorate stressors related to
acculturation. Arriaza (2015) emphasized self-awareness and reflective practice as significant
aspects of the social work profession.
Reflexivity
The study’s results indicate that reflexivity is another important component of how the
participants situate themselves in their role as school social workers. Indeed, reflexivity is not
only the final but, I would argue, also the most vital piece within school social work practice.
Reflexivity is the way in which school social workers consider how the work in which they’re
engaged impacts them and, likewise, how they impact the work. D’Cruz and associates (2007)
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examined three definitions for reflexivity: individuals’ response to their situation, in terms of
self-development and their future trajectory; a critical approach to professional practice that
questions how knowledge is created and how power dynamics influence the process of
knowledge building; and the interwoven relationship between how thoughts can influence
feelings and vice versa. The study participants discussed each of the reflexivity methods
described. They talked about how they take time to think about how they engage in their work,
whether they need additional professional development to enhance their skills, and how they plan
to use those resources to improve what they’re already doing.
The school social workers who participated in this research study disclosed that they
must make time to think about their day, their week, their month, and their year so they can
explore areas of strength, areas of growth, and block areas. Because they wish to enhance their
school social work practice, it is pertinent for them to gauge where they are emotionally,
physically, spiritually, and educationally with the work, always looking from a culturally
responsive lens.
Cooper (2012) claimed that to use the self in social work is to engage with questions
about how we experience ourselves in the work we do with our clients—how our complex and
disturbing experiences can be symbolized, verbalized, and put to use in the context of the clientworker relationships that are so central to social work practice. Thoughts and how they influence
feelings interweaved into some of the participants’ interviews when they recounted why they
became a school social worker. Being able to reflect enhances social workers’ well-being.
De Jesús (2018) highlighted the concepts of critical care, cultural humility, and
intersectionality, citing them as components of an evolving framework of how reflective practice
influences culturally responsive practice. “Critical care” is a term that describes how
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communities of color care about and educate their own, as well as the ways in which they go
about doing it (Antrop-Gonźalez & De Jesús 2006).
Summary
Entre Nos Theory illuminates the experiences of bilingual Latinx school social workers
who work for the largest school district in the nation—the NYCDOE. Each component of the
theory describes a paradigm of their practice that helps them to thrive in their role. Those
participants who practice each domain in excellence exhibit a resonating spirit and enthusiasm
for the work…an inspiration that transcends the tasks to which they tend every day. Entre Nos
Theory reminds us that there are ways of being and ways of navigating spaces that support the
work. The theory serves to substantiate and validate the study participants’ own lived
experiences. Looking through the theory’s prism, school social workers can relate what they’re
doing in their role with why they receive such positive feedback from all stakeholders—but
especially from the children and their families. The practices that these social workers employ
have made—and continue to make—a positive contribution to the school communities they
serve. And, by using a culturally responsive lens when practicing, they put social justice back
into social work.
Through my analysis and my discourse with the study participants, I found that their level
of engagement with families goes far deeper than surface level; their engagement goes beyond
what they’re being paid to do. Indeed, merely to label it “engagement” would be quite
insufficient. For the study participants, this is much more than just a job. The stories they openly
shared underscore that fact. Their stories described situating themselves, including acts of selfreflection and healing; cultivating relationships and using critical care; and enacting culturally
responsive social work practice, such as prioritizing social justice and advocacy as a cultural
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broker. All those components, working in tandem, dramatically enhance school social work
practice. I next will outline this study’s implications for social work practice.
Implications for Practice
Prior to this study, the existing literature did not include bilingual Latinx school social
workers in New York City under a framework that centered marginalized voices, their
positionality, and their work as a political and liberatory act. The narratives of this study’s
participants helped substantiate Entre Nos Theory and reimagine school social work. The themes
emerging from this study offer a model that can be used throughout school social work in New
York City and, indeed, possibly the nation. This proposed model considers components of social
work that have the power to enhance the outcomes for school social workers—both in a
professional capacity and in a personal capacity. Entre Nos Theory also offers insights for
practitioners, academics, and policymakers.
NYCDOE School Social Workers
This study sought to examine how participants understand and enact their professional
role as culturally responsive practitioners. It’s clear that there are ways of doing the work that
provide some protection from burnout. The study suggests it’s important for social workers to
avail themselves of opportunities to engage in collective training, resource sharing, and healing.
Moreover, it suggests that social workers should advocate for the NYCDOE to provide adequate
training and professional development for them so they can operationalize all the areas that Entre
Nos Theory details. In particular, it’s essential to explore training and professional-development
opportunities related to engaging in racial literacy and anti-oppressive practices, as well as
marshaling evidence-based clinical skills that cater to the population the social worker is serving.
Personal-development work should be a priority, too, so that social workers can enhance their
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own wellness. It is incumbent on social workers, as they collect their continuing education units
(CEUs), to use their required training to increase their skills development so as to acquire skills
and enhance their professionalism. There are also opportunities for school social workers to
increase their visibility and leadership within the building, particularly as it relates to disrupting
structural inequity and systems of oppression.
NYCDOE
This study has implications for the way in which the NYCDOE executes school social
workers’ role. First, an opportunity exists for administrators to gain clarity about school social
workers’ skill set and the strengths they bring to school building. Implementing supervision for
all social workers—regardless of role—merits particular attention and emphasis. Supervision is
especially critical for bilingual/bicultural social workers, given the additional strains the role
presents in light of their positionality. This will require a substantial shift because, generally,
only limited supervision is made available to school social workers nationwide. As for the study
participants, none reported having social work supervisors. I confirmed that, in the NYCDOE,
social workers do not have clinical supervisors.5
Social workers are frequently the only mental-health providers in the school building; as
such, processing complex scenarios and handling difficult situations are often essential to social
work practice. Fuertes (2004) recommended, when considering supervision with a bilingual
provider, examining issues such as the prominence of cultural values and worldviews in the
shifting paradigms of normalcy and deviance; the process of acculturation/socialization and
adjustment; sensitivity to sociopolitical issues; and environmental pressures and professional

5

Jaye Murray, personal communication via phone, June 1, 2016.
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issues associated with supervisors’ and supervisees’ multicultural competence (p. 3). Giving
social workers the opportunity to participate in affinity groups would likely meaningfully help
support practitioners of color, not only strengthening their identity within schools but also giving
them and their peers a context for exchanging best practices.
If school social workers are hamstrung in their attempts to acknowledge the structural
inequities that plague youth of color, it not only harms the students but also, in effect, dissolves
the institution of social work. Most of the study participants talked about the ways in which
school policies and practices affect their ability to address social-justice issues. This aligns with
Kenneth Hardy’s prescient warnings about organizations that practice the Poisonous Ps: policies,
procedures, practices, and protocols (K. Hardy, personal communication, February 14, 2019).
That is to say, many organizations—in particular, institutions that are predominantly white—
have corrosive ideologies and white-supremacist cultural values that create toxic, racist, and
oppressive systems under which people of color suffer. White-supremacist cultural
characteristics in the workplace can include perfectionism, a sense of urgency, defensiveness,
and individualism (Jones & Okun, 2001). For many school social workers, working with teachers
to address structural and institutional biases—supporting teachers in their efforts to address
concerns on behalf of families and students—has become a routine part of their role.
In addition, school systems like the NYCDOE have the opportunity to highlight school
social workers’ skill set and, in the process, help support overall school development. This can
include establishing programs for implicit bias training, culturally relevant education, and
restorative justice, just to name a few. Another idea is for school systems to develop partnerships
with schools of social work, which could help provide research about, training in, and support for
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best practices. This would help optimize school social workers’ role and, in the process, increase
positive impacts for children and families.
Social Work Education
This study’s findings suggest that an opportunity exists for schools of social work to
develop a core school social work curriculum to train students in each of the nine areas that
Entre Nos Theory illuminates. Each of the areas could be fleshed out to a few courses that would
give students a solid skill set, preparing them for the role of school social worker. Many schools
of social work have limited courses and electives that are specific to the unique dynamics of
working in schools. Schools of social work can also explore continuing-education programs that
would provide content to help support practitioners in enacting culturally responsive social work
practice, practicing effective school social work skills, and situating the self. Finally, schools of
social work can develop interdisciplinary opportunities with schools of education, thus enabling
them to integrate preservice programs for teachers, social workers, and administrators.
Policymakers
The realities we see in our schools today make clear that policymakers have work to do.
For instance, the NYCDOE is the largest school district in the nation, and it’s buffeted by a
myriad of challenges; yet, many schools lack a full-time social worker. Policymakers can pass
legislation to mandate that social workers should be present in every school, proportional to the
number of students. Given the NYCDOE’s history of inequity and indifference, it would
behoove the district to invest financial resources in increased mental-health support in schools—
namely, school social workers. Their multifaceted and multidimensional skill set demonstrably
helps to support individual, school, and community needs.
In addition, vulnerable populations would benefit from local-, state-, and national-level
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standards for school social work, ensuring consistency in and clarity about the role’s execution.
Education requirements and licensing expectations vary state to state. Moreover, because most
school social workers are white women, it’s important to mandate and consistently provide
culturally responsive and anti-oppressive training and professional development throughout the
year.
State and National School Social Work Organizations
Two national organizations support school social work; most states have a state
organization as a supplement. This study suggests that there’s much work to be done to cultivate
a more culturally and linguistically diverse workforce doing school social work. Opportunities
exist for the organizations to develop affinity spaces and task groups to increase awareness of,
and to provide platforms for addressing, issues on a local and national level. Because most of
organizations’ membership reflects the school social work workforce—that is to say,
predominantly, white women—their policies, procedures, and protocols merit special attention.
It’s important to ensure that such organizations are enacting Entre Nos Theory in their governing
practices.
Implications for Research Methodology
In this study, Testimonios En Acción (TEA) was developed as a composite theoretical
framework that was used specifically for the testimonialistas, who were all bilingual and Latinx.
TEA may also be used with other studies where Latinx populations are the participants. Because
TEA specifically considers the specific positionality of Latinx folks, researchers can use it to
inform future studies that look to create new knowledge with intentionality with the Latinx
population. TEA is a social justice framework that centers the stories of populations that have
been historically marginalized and look to the participants as experts in their lived experiences.
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When considering a framework that will lift up unheard voices, TEA can be considered.

Implications for Future Practice and Research
This study took place in New York City with bilingual Latinx social workers. There is
an opportunity to research how Entre Nos Theory might be explored in other regions of the
United States, exploring both rural and urban settings. Also, the settings in which the
participants worked were only New York City Department of Education schools. Examining the
work in charter, public or independent schools might provide more information that will enhance
school social work. Other ethnic populations that are bilingual may also be researched to further
examine the efficacy of Entre Nos Theory as well. In addition using the themes of Entre Nos
Theory, a training program for school social workers and other school staff might be developed
and conducted to explore how the model might be developed further with more participants and
more data. Very few research studies exist in the area of school social work and this is an area
that could be expanded, especially in communities of color, especially now.

Limitations
This study inherently has several potential limitations. The first is that this study only
examines bilingual Latinx school social workers who work in the NYCDOE. It’s worth noting
that the participants evinced a range as regards the nature of their roles, the types of schools in
which they work, and the degree of administrative support that they receive. However, because I
didn’t interview social workers who work in charter schools or private schools, I cannot draw
conclusions about the general experience of all bilingual Latinx school social workers. In
addition, most of the participants—all but two—are bilingual Latinx school social workers who
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work in NYCDOE schools and supervise students from Columbia School of Social Work
(CSSW). A possible bias could result from individuals working with students from CSSW. In
addition, although each participant self-identified as bilingual and Latinx, I did not take any
measure to assess their language abilities; their facility for the Spanish language could
potentially affect their experience. Finally, because I only interviewed 20 bilingual Latinx school
social workers, this study’s data might not be generalizable to all school social workers who are
bilingual and Latinx.
The social workers who participated in this study testified to experiences that are unique
to the individual schools in which they work, the administrators with whom they work, and the
student experiences they individually have. The participants’ gender identity, meanwhile, serves
to influence how they process and interpret their professional experiences. Finally, one must
consider this study’s use of a pan-ethnic category—namely, Latinx—that enfolds race, ethnicity,
and gender. Many variations exist in the way each person in this study self-identifies; one aspect
of identity might be more important than others are for some participants, thereby limiting a
researcher’s ability to impute study findings to all bilingual Latinx school social workers. For
that reason, I meticulously considered the individualized experiences of each study participant,
remaining mindful of each one’s country of origin, upbringing, and cultural self-identification
with regard to race and ethnicity.
Recommendations
In this study, Entre Nos Theory came together based on 20 school social workers’
narratives, as guided by the TEA theoretical framework. This theory offers an explanation of
how bilingual Latinx school social workers enact their roles. I recommend that Entre Nos Theory
be considered to develop a school social work praxis and that it be researched for further
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validation. Additional insight might be gleaned from examining how the praxis is used in the
context of specific types of school and specific roles. Avenues of further analysis could include
investigation based on different variables (e.g., amount of time employed by the NYCDOE; type
of social work; education and training; number of bilingual families served). Another area to
examine is social work specific to families who are undocumented, as I did not ask questions
about that. I also wonder if undertaking a comparison of different urban areas—or rural versus
urban settings—could offer more information. Finally, I recommend examining administrators’
leadership practices, analyzing what enables social workers to perform optimally.
Conclusion
School social workers grapple with many complexities in their work. That includes
working with multiple stakeholders—namely, the students, their families, and the school staff.
No matter what role school social workers play, and no matter where they are geographically,
they have to navigate the difficulties of being social-justice agents in an education setting. The
work becomes even more convoluted for practitioners whose identity mirrors that of the children
and families they serve—a population whose members might have experienced marginalization
and oppression. Schools must have school social workers who are culturally responsive and who
can navigate the work with sensitivity and awareness. And those considerations must extend to
the children they serve and, indeed, to future generations.
Although some might perceive school social workers as only having a clinical role in a
school building, they have the skill set to do so much more. And, indeed, they actually do more.
Social workers in schools are absolutely necessary. They often help bridge the home–school
relationship by helping both families and teachers identify strengths. Identifying strengths and
gifts is priceless when communities have felt downtrodden and ignored for so long. Entre Nos
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Theory is a great place to begin for practitioners who are struggling in deciding how to center
their work with vulnerable populations. The theory is especially affirming for practitioners of
color.
Although this study was specific to NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school social workers’
experiences, it’s my hope that the study’s findings will be beneficial to social workers in any
setting. The theoretical framework, TEA, centered the voice of the Latinx practitioners, their
positionality within the NYCDOE, and their experiences disrupting inequitable, racist systems as
agents of social justice. Entre Nos Theory encapsulates the three principal themes that emerged
from the study: 1) enacting culturally responsive social work practice, 2) practicing effective
school social work skills, and 3) situating the self.
Enacting culturally responsive social work practice means that the social workers address
institutional and structural issues, they enact cultural brokering, and they use languaging and
translanguaging. The study participants operationalize practicing effective school social work
skills by fostering positive school climate, enacting agency and authority, and employing
appropriate clinical interventions. Lastly, the social workers situate the self, highlighting their
love for the work, professional use of self, and reflexivity.
The study participants’ interventions include counseling, advocating, working with
school staff members who might be culturally incompetent, and engaging students and their
families effectively. They foster a positive work environment for school staff, the children, and
their families, and they do so by negotiating situations that involve racial tension, racist
incidents, and a lack of sensitivity. They testified to spending a lot of time educating teachers,
and they train other staff members to treat children and their families with respect; meanwhile,
they work to keep their own biases in check.
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In addition, the study participants engage in self-reflection that enhances their practice.
They relate their life experiences to the work, they get support when necessary, and they tend to
their self-care. These school social workers love their work and love working with the children
and their families. They boldly face down the challenges presented by the oppressive practices,
policies, and structures of the society in which they work, cognizant that those forms of
oppression are antithetical to what they’re called to do in the practice of school social work.
Spilling the TEA
This study amplified the voices of NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school social workers—
practitioners who work for the largest school district in the nation. Through this exploratory
study, I learned the joys and challenges of their work. Most importantly, the participants shared
their testimonios because they trusted that I would take the information they shared with me and
do something with it. “Spilling the tea” is a colloquial phrase that means to share gossip. When I
met with each participant, each one talked about the importance of the work, and each was eager
to share ways to enhance the work. In this instance, the TEA framework was crucial to sharing
NYCDOE bilingual Latinx school social workers’ important work, via Entre Nos Theory.
Spilling the TEA on school social work in the NYCDOE: Entre Nos has been curated in
honor of the 20 participants and each one’s contributions to the field of school social work.
Pa’lante.
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Appendices
Appendix A
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate Center
Urban Education

RECRUITMENT SCRIPT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY

Title of Research Study:

Professional Experiences of Bilingual Latinx School Social
Workers Employed in NYCDOE: A Mixed Methods Study
Exploring Language, Racial and Ethnic Identity

Principal Investigator:

Cindy Bautista-Thomas
Graduate Student

Faculty Advisor:

Wesley Pitts, Ph.D.
Professor
The Graduate Center

Dear Colleagues:
You are invited to participate in a study on the professional work experiences of bilingual
Latino/a school social workers, employed by the NYCDOE titled: Professional Experiences of
Bilingual Latinx School Social Workers Employed in NYCDOE: A Mixed Methods Study
Exploring Language, Racial and Ethnic Identity
I am reaching out to you because I would like to invite you to participate in a dissertation
research study. If you 1) identify as Hispanic or Latino/a 2) are bilingual and 3) are employed at
the New York City Department of Education then you are eligible to participate.
The purpose of this study is to explore how language, racial and ethnic identity influence the
perceived experiences for bilingual Latino/a school social workers in NYCDOE schools. We
hope that the outcome of this study will help support future training and professional
development opportunities to school social workers, as well as future school social workers.
Participation in this research study will involve you participating in a 60 minute interview with
me at Columbia School of Social Work or a neutral location of your choosing. Thank you in
advance for your time and consideration of this study. If you have any questions or would like
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to participate, please contact me as soon as possible at cbautista-thomas@gc.cuny.edu and my
phone number is 212-851-2311. If you have any questions about or comments about your rights
as a research participant, please feel free to contact HRPP@cuny.edu.
Best,
Cindy Bautista-Thomas
Associate Director of Field Education
Columbia School of Social Work
CUNY Graduate Center Urban Education Doctoral Student
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Appendix B:
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate Center
Urban Education

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY
Title of Research Study:

Professional Experiences of Bilingual Latinx School Social
Workers Employed in NYCDOE: A Mixed Methods Study
Exploring Language, Racial and Ethnic Identity

Principal Investigator:

Cindy Bautista-Thomas
Graduate Student

Faculty Advisor:

Wesley Pitts, PhD.
Professor
The Graduate Center

You are being asked to participate in a research study because you have indicated that you are a
bilingual, Latina/o school social worker who works for the New York City Department of
Education.
Purpose:
The purpose of this study is to explore how language, racial and ethnic identity influence the
perceived experiences for bilingual, Latino/a school social workers in NYCDOE schools.
Procedures:
If you volunteer to participate in this research study, we will ask you to do the following:
● Participate in 1 interview - approximately 60 minutes long.
● The interview will take place at Columbia School of Social Work or location of your choice
(i.e library, neutral location)
● The interview will be audio recorded and transcribed. You may have access to the written
transcriptions of the interviews upon request.
● The interview will consist of sharing about your experience as a bilingual, Latino/a school
social worker in a New York City Department of Education school.
Time Commitment:
Your participation in this research study is expected to last for a one-time interview.
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Potential Risks or Discomforts:
Participants' experience in the interviews may involve anxiety. To minimize the risk, I will remind
participants that they do not have to answer any questions that contribute to their anxiety and they
can stop the interviews at any time. Breaches to participants privacy and confidentiality area also
potential associated risks. Breaches to data confidentiality is also a potential associated risk.
Potential Benefits:
● The research will provide you with a forum in which to explore and explain your personal
experiences as a bilingual, Latino/a school social worker in New York City Department of
Education.
● This research will contribute to a better understanding of the professional experiences of
bilingual, Latino/a school social workers in New York City Department of Education
Schools. This could inform the future curriculum and professional development training
providing to school social workers.
Compensation for Participation:
There will be no compensation for participating in this study.
New Information:
You will be notified about any new information regarding this study that may affect your
willingness to participate in a timely manner.
Confidentiality:
We will make our best efforts to maintain confidentiality of any information that is collected during
this research study, and that can identify you. We will disclose this information only with your
permission or as required by law.
We will protect your confidentiality by identifying you in audio recordings by first name only.
You will be identified in all transcripts and written work with an alias of your choice. Personal
identifying information will be stored in a private file on a password-protected computer and/or in
a locked drawer in a private office that will be accessible to the principal investigator only.
The research team, authorized CUNY staff, and government agencies that oversee this type of
research may have access to research data and records in order to monitor the research. Research
records provided to authorized, non-CUNY individuals will not contain identifiable information
about you. Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not identify you by
name.
Questions, Comments or Concerns:
If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, you can talk to one of the
following researchers:
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Cindy Bautista-Thomas
Doctoral Candidate
347-512-5298
cbautistathomas@gradcenter.cuny.edu
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or
concerns that you would like to discuss with someone other than the researchers, please call the
CUNY Research Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918. Alternately, you can write to:
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator
205 East 42nd Street
New York, NY 10017
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you can contact
HRPP@cuny.edu
Consent for Audio Recording
If you consent to the interviews being recorded, please initial below:
______ I consent to audio recording of all interviews.
_______I do not agree to be audiotaped
Participants’ Rights:
● Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If you decide not to
participate, there will be no penalty to you, and you will not lose any benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled.
● You can decide to withdraw your consent and stop participating in the research at any time,
without any penalty.
Signature of Participant:
I have read the above purpose of the study, and understand my role in participating in the research.
I volunteer to take part in this research. I have had a chance to ask questions. If I have questions
later, about the research, I can ask the investigator listed above. I understand that I may refuse to
participate or withdraw from participation at any time without jeopardizing my employment,
student status or other rights to which I am entitled. The investigator may withdraw me at his/her
professional discretion. If I have questions about my rights as a research participant, I can call the
CUNY Research Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918. I certify that I am 18 years of age
or older and freely give my consent to participate in this study. I will receive a copy of this
document for my records."
_____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Participant
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_____________________________________________________
Signature of Participant

_______________
Date

Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent:
_____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Individual Obtaining Consent
_____________________________________________________
Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent

________________
Date
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Appendix C
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Graduate Center
Urban Education
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR RESEARCH STUDY
Title of Research Study:

Professional Experiences of Bilingual Latinx School Social
Workers Employed in NYCDOE: A Mixed Methods Study
Exploring Language, Racial and Ethnic Identity

Principal Investigator:

Cindy Bautista-Thomas
Graduate Student

Faculty Advisor:

Wesley Pitts, PhD.
Professor
The Graduate Center

School Social Work Interview Protocol
Interviewer: _____________________
Interviewee: (Code Number Inserted)
Introduction
You have been selected to speak with me today because you have identified as a bilingual,
Latino/a school social worker, employed by the NYCDOE.
The purpose of this study is to explore how language, racial and ethnic identity influence the
perceived experiences for bilingual Latinx school social workers in NYCDOE schools
The results of this study will help support future training and professional development
opportunities to school social workers as well as future school social workers.
A. Background
a. How long have you been a school social worker?
b. How long have you worked at this school?
c. Where did you get your MSW?
d. What was your concentration area in social work school?
e. Briefly describe what your role is at the school where you currently work?
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B. Training
a. Have you taken any classes in graduate school regarding working with culturally
and linguistically diverse populations?
b. Have you had any current training on working with culturally and linguistically
diverse populations?
c. When was the last professional development that was specific to school social
work?
d. Have you had to pay for outside training to enhance your work as a school social
worker?
C. Professional Identity
a. Tell me about how you are perceived as a school social worker at your school?
Does being a Latinx help or not? Why?
b. What do you think are the skills needed to be an effective school social worker?
c. Why did you become a school social worker?
D. Culturally Responsive Practice/Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
a. Tell me about a specific time in which you're being a Latinx or speaking Spanish
was important in your role as social worker? Tell me what did you do that a nonLatinx social worker would not have been able to do.
b. Tell me about a specific case in which you were an effective cultural broker at
your school? What did you know that made you effective?
c. How comfortable do you feel facilitating conversations with school staff around
the issues of power, privilege, race, oppression or socioeconomic status? Why or
why not?
d. How often do you have to facilitate conversations with families and teachers
related to issues of power, privilege, race, oppression or socioeconomic status?
e. Do you feel comfortable at your place of employment?
f. Have you ever supervised a student of color? If so, how did being a bilingual,
Latino/a social work help or hinder your relationship to your student?
E. General Questions
a. Is there anything that we haven’t discussed that you would like to talk about?
Thank you for your time. I look forward to connecting with you again after all of the interviews
have been conducted.
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Appendix D
Member Checking Memo
Dear (Name of Participant),
I hope you are well. I would like to thank you again for participating in my dissertation study.
As promised, attached is the full transcript of your interview. Please review and let me know
if it seems to be accurate. I would like to ask if you can respond by Tuesday, February 20th. If
I do not hear from you by then, I will assume that the transcript correctly reflects what you
shared.
As always, feel free to call me at (347) 512-5298 if you have any questions or concerns about
your participation in my study. Again, many thanks and I hope you enjoy the rest of your day.
Best,
Cindy Bautista-Thomas
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